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Chapter 1











The soft light of dawn filtered through the sheer curtains, casting a golden glow across the lavish bedroom. Nadia Volkov stirred beneath the crisp white sheets, her emerald green eyes fluttering open. 



The room was immense, far larger than the modest one she’d grown up in, with its polished hardwood floors, high ceilings, and intricate moldings. The furnishings—plush, expensive, and undoubtedly hand-selected by Katya—spoke of luxury. Yet, for all its grandeur, the space felt cold, unfamiliar, and impersonal.



Nadia sat up, her long waves of dark chocolate hair cascading over her shoulders, and swung her legs over the edge of the bed. Her bare feet touched the cool floor, grounding her for a moment. She glanced at the ornate mirror above the vanity and studied her reflection. Slim and delicate, with sharp cheekbones and full lips, she had always been told she looked like her mother. It was a compliment she cherished.



The Volkovs had always been wealthy, their power rooted in the Bratva empire. But after her father’s death when she was just a child, Nadia’s mother had chosen to retreat from that world. They had lived in quiet affluence, surrounded by the trappings of wealth without being entangled in the danger or politics that came with it. Her mother had insisted on shielding her from the darker side of the family legacy. "You deserve peace," her mother had often said, her voice tinged with bitterness.



Nadia had embraced that simpler life, filling her days with books, art, and fleeting dreams of normalcy. But now, sitting in the heart of her brother Ivan’s estate in Los Angeles, she couldn’t ignore the stark difference between her sheltered upbringing and the world she’d been thrust into. The air here seemed heavier, charged with the weight of power and secrets. Everywhere she looked, she saw reminders of the Volkov name—symbols of the family’s dominance etched into the architecture, the security staff stationed discreetly but unmistakably, and even in the steely demeanor of Ivan himself.



As she stood and crossed to the window, Nadia gazed out at the sprawling grounds. The lush gardens were meticulously maintained, and a sleek black car idled near the entrance, likely for one of Ivan’s many business dealings. She let out a soft sigh, her fingertips brushing the curtain. Everything about this place screamed control and precision.It was Ivan’s domain, and while she was technically his sister, she felt more like a guest—or worse, an outsider. 



With a 20-year age difference and different mothers, their relationship had always felt more formal than familial. Ivan had been an adult by the time she was born, already entrenched in the Bratva world while she had been raised in quiet seclusion. They were bound by blood, but they hadn’t grown up together, and that distance had always made her feel like more of an obligation than a true sibling.



Her mother’s voice echoed in her mind, a distant memory she couldn’t shake. "They’ll pull you in eventually, Nadia. It’s what they do." She had fought against it for years, insisting she could live a life separate from the family’s influence. But here she was, drawn into the orbit of the Bratva once more. A sense of foreboding settled over her as she thought of the events that had led her here.



Coming to Los Angeles had seemed like a way to reconnect with family, to step outside her carefully constructed bubble. But now, as she stood in the center of Ivan’s world, she couldn’t help but wonder if it had been a mistake.



Her thoughts turned to her brother—an imposing man who commanded respect with his presence alone. She admired him in many ways, yet there was an undeniable rift between them. They had grown up in entirely different circumstances: Ivan, the heir to the Volkov empire, groomed for power, and Nadia, the quiet shadow, shielded from the worst of their father’s cruelty.



That cruelty was something she had witnessed more often than experienced. Her father’s cold disdain had been directed at her mother more than anyone else. She remembered the hollow look in her mother’s eyes during their formal dinners, the strained silences that spoke louder than words. Her father had been a man who ruled with an iron fist, indifferent to the emotional wreckage he left in his wake.



Nadia shivered at the memory. She had promised herself long ago that she would never let herself be trapped in a life like her mother’s. But here, in Ivan’s house, she felt the walls closing in.



As the sun climbed higher, flooding the room with light, Nadia squared her shoulders. At 20 years old, she wasn’t a child anymore, and she wouldn’t let fear dictate her choices. Still, as she glanced once more at her reflection, she couldn’t help but feel a pang of doubt. For all her resolve, this place—this life—felt suffocating.



For the first time since she’d arrived, Nadia truly wondered if she’d made the wrong choice in coming here.



Nadia let out a slow breath and stepped back from the window, letting the heavy curtain fall into place. Just as she turned to the vanity, a sharp knock at the door startled her. Before she could respond, it opened, and a suited figure appeared.



“Your brother wants to see you in his office,” the man said curtly, his tone more command than invitation.



Nadia nodded, her throat tightening as she set down the brush she had just picked up. Ivan rarely summoned her for casual conversation, and whenever he did, it was always serious. She smoothed her dress with trembling fingers and followed the man down the grand hallway, the clicking of his polished shoes echoing off the high ceilings.



Ivan’s office loomed ahead, its tall double doors slightly ajar. She hesitated before stepping inside, her gaze sweeping over the familiar scene. The room was as commanding as its owner—dark wood-paneled walls, towering bookshelves, and a massive mahogany desk that dominated the space. Behind it, Ivan stood near the window, the sunlight catching the sharp angles of his face as he ended a phone call. He turned toward her with a nod and gestured for her to sit.



Nadia perched on the edge of one of the leather chairs in front of the desk, her hands clasped tightly in her lap. Ivan’s piercing gaze settled on her as he lowered himself into his seat, the weight of his presence filling the room.



“It’s time we discussed your future,” he said, his voice steady, as if what he was about to say had already been decided long ago.



Her stomach twisted. “My future?” she echoed, her voice softer than she intended.



Ivan leaned back, steepling his fingers. “You’ve reached an age where you can contribute to the family in a meaningful way. As you know, our alliances are what keep the Volkov family strong, and maintaining those alliances requires sacrifice.”



The words hung in the air, cold and clinical. Nadia’s chest tightened. She already knew what was coming, but hearing it would make it real.



“You’ve been promised to Maxim Sokolov,” Ivan continued, his tone unwavering. “He’s a powerful ally and a respected leader in the Sokolov Bratva. This marriage will solidify the bond between our families.”



The blood drained from her face. “Promised?” she asked, her voice trembling. “Without my consent?”



“This is not a negotiation, Nadia. It is a responsibility,” Ivan said, his voice firm but measured. “One that will benefit you as much as it benefits the family.”



Her lips parted, but no words came out. It felt as if the ground had shifted beneath her, leaving her unsteady.



“You think this is unusual?” Ivan asked, his dark brows drawing together. “It’s tradition. Our parents had an arranged marriage, and so did I with my first wife.”



“That doesn’t make it right,” she said, the words slipping out before she could stop herself.



His jaw tightened, though his expression remained calm. “My first marriage may not have been about love, but it was successful. We had two wonderful children and built a strong partnership that served this family well. Don’t dismiss the value of an arranged union.”



Her mind raced, searching for something to hold onto. “And our parents? Was their marriage a ‘success’?” she asked, bitterness creeping into her tone.



Ivan’s gaze darkened. “Our father was not an easy man,” he admitted, his voice lowering slightly. “But this isn’t about them. It’s about you and the future we’re building. Maxim is respected, powerful, and capable of giving you the life you deserve. He will protect you.”



Nadia’s hands curled into fists in her lap. Protection. The word felt like a cage, not a promise. “You think he’ll protect me? From what? Or am I just another pawn in a game I didn’t ask to play?”



“Watch your tone,” Ivan said sharply, his calm façade cracking for a moment. “This isn’t a punishment. Maxim is offering you a secure future. He’ll give you stability, a family, everything you’ll need.”



“I don’t want stability if it means losing myself,” she snapped, her voice breaking.



Ivan leaned forward, his eyes narrowing. “This isn’t just about you, Nadia. You’re part of something larger than yourself. This family. This legacy. It is your duty.”



The weight of his words crushed her. She looked away, her gaze dropping to the polished surface of the desk. Her chest ached with the effort of holding back tears.



“I don’t have a choice, do I?” she asked quietly, her voice barely above a whisper.



Ivan exhaled slowly, his voice softening just a fraction. “You’ll see in time that this is the right path. Maxim will take care of you. You’ll be happy, and you’ll build a family that continues our legacy.”



The words felt hollow, like an echo in an empty room. Nadia nodded numbly, knowing resistance was pointless. Ivan’s decisions were final, and arguing with him only made her feel smaller.



As she stood to leave, Ivan spoke again. “Maxim will arrive in Los Angeles tomorrow. He’ll be staying in his estate in the Hollywood Hills until after the wedding. Afterward, you’ll move to Moscow with him.”



The knot in her stomach tightened further, the prospect of leaving everything familiar behind suffocating her. She forced herself to nod, her voice barely steady. “Of course.”



“And one more thing,” Ivan added. “Until the wedding, you’ll have a bodyguard. This is a high-profile event, and I want to ensure there are no problems.”



A flicker of confusion crossed her face, but she didn’t have the strength to question it. “I understand,” she said quietly.



“Good,” Ivan said, leaning back in his chair. “That will be all, Nadia. Make the family proud.”



She turned and walked out of the office, her legs feeling like lead. The door clicked shut behind her, but the weight of the conversation stayed with her. Ivan’s words echoed in her mind, and for the first time since arriving in Los Angeles, Nadia felt truly powerless.



Nadia left Ivan’s office in a haze, her feet carrying her back to her room without her fully realizing it. The ornate hallways seemed to close in around her, the sharp clack of her heels muffled against the thick Persian rugs. By the time she reached her door, her hands trembled as she twisted the knob. She pushed inside, closed it behind her, and leaned against the cool wood, exhaling shakily.



Her brother’s words rang in her head, each one carving deeper into her chest. “It is your duty.” “Maxim will take care of you.” “You’ll see in time.” She clenched her eyes shut, as though willing the conversation to disappear could make it unreal. But the future Ivan had laid out for her felt inescapable, tightening around her like a steel cage.



She sank onto the edge of her bed, gripping the edge of the mattress as her mind reeled. This couldn’t be happening. She had always feared this day would come, but some naive part of her had believed she could avoid it. That Ivan wouldn’t see her as another piece in the Bratva’s power games. That she would somehow escape the shadows of their family’s legacy.



But as she sat there, the past began to creep in, unbidden and relentless. Memories she had tried so hard to bury surfaced like ghosts, pulling her back to a time when she had first learned what it meant to be a Volkov.



Her father had been a towering figure in her childhood, not for the warmth or care he had shown but for the sheer weight of his presence. His dark eyes had always seemed cold, calculating, and distant, as though he was constantly measuring everyone around him for their worth. She couldn’t recall a single moment of tenderness from him, not one instance where he had looked at her with the pride or affection a father should have for his daughter.



Instead, he had looked past her, his focus always elsewhere—on his business, his alliances, his empire. And when he did turn his attention to her mother, it was rarely kind. His words were clipped and dismissive, his tone sharp enough to make her mother flinch. Nadia could still see her mother’s quiet, defeated nods, the way her hands would tremble slightly as she poured his tea or handed him a folder.



Her mother had been young—too young—when she married him. Nadia didn’t know all the details of their arrangement, but she knew it had been orchestrated like a business deal, just as hers would be. Her mother was eighteen when she married a man who was already in his forties. She had been beautiful, a vision of delicate grace, and Nadia often heard whispers from the house staff about how her father had been pleased with her appearance but little else.



The sadness her mother carried had been constant, an invisible weight Nadia saw every day in her downcast eyes and the way her voice would trail off mid-sentence, as though speaking was too exhausting. She had never openly complained about her life, not to Nadia, not to anyone. But it didn’t take words for Nadia to see the truth.



Her mother’s misery had loomed over their home like a storm cloud, ever-present and suffocating. It wasn’t just the way she avoided her father whenever possible or the long hours she spent alone in her room, staring out the window as though searching for an escape. It was in the small moments, the cracks that revealed the depth of her unhappiness. The way she never smiled fully, as though something inside her had broken beyond repair. The way her hands lingered on the edges of doors, as though she was reluctant to step into a room where her husband might be.



As a child, Nadia had tried to understand, but now, as an adult, the reality was clear: her mother had been trapped in a gilded cage, and no amount of wealth or luxury could make up for the emptiness of her life.



Nadia shivered, wrapping her arms around herself as though trying to ward off the chill of those memories. She could feel her mother’s presence now more than ever, her ghost haunting the edges of her thoughts. 



For years, Nadia had promised herself she would never end up like her. She had vowed to choose her own path, to avoid the mistakes of the women who had come before her.



And yet, here she was, staring down the same fate.



Her throat tightened, and a hollow ache spread through her chest. The thought of Maxim—a man decades older, a man she didn’t know, a man who would likely treat her with the same indifference her father had shown her mother—made her stomach churn. She had seen what an arranged marriage could do to a woman. She had lived it, day after day, through her mother’s eyes. And now, she was expected to smile and accept the same life.



Nadia closed her eyes, fighting back the sting of tears. It wasn’t fair. None of it was fair. She didn’t want to be a pawn in Ivan’s world. She didn’t want to be a trophy wife for a man like Maxim Sokolov. She wanted a choice, a chance to live her life on her own terms. But her voice felt so small compared to the weight of the expectations placed on her.



She opened her eyes and stared at the reflection in the mirror across the room. For a moment, she thought she saw her mother looking back at her—tired, resigned, and hopeless. Nadia blinked, and the vision disappeared, leaving only her own face, pale and strained. But the fear lingered, wrapping itself around her like a vice.



She would not let herself become her mother. No matter what it took, no matter what she had to endure, she would find a way to hold on to herself. She had to.



The determination settled into her chest like a small flame, fragile but growing. As much as Ivan believed he had already decided her future, Nadia wasn’t ready to surrender entirely. Not yet.










Chapter 2







Nadia paced her room for what felt like an eternity, her hands twisting together as she replayed Ivan’s words in her mind. 
Promised.
 The word itself felt like a knife, its weight cutting deeper every time she thought of it. Anger simmered beneath her skin, growing hotter with every memory of her mother’s quiet misery, every moment of Ivan’s calm, calculated declarations. Finally, the frustration boiled over. She couldn’t keep it in any longer.



Her steps were purposeful as she left her room and marched back toward Ivan’s office, her heart pounding in her chest. The sharp knock on the heavy wooden door felt too loud, but she didn’t care. Before Ivan’s voice could grant her permission, she pushed it open and stepped inside.



He looked up from his desk, his sharp, dark eyes narrowing slightly at her interruption. “Nadia,” he said evenly, leaning back in his chair. “What is it?”



She didn’t answer right away, trying to steady her breathing as she stood in the center of the room. Her fists were clenched at her sides, her knuckles white. “I need to talk to you,” she said, her voice trembling with barely restrained emotion.



Ivan gestured to the chair in front of his desk. “Sit.”



“No,” she snapped, surprising even herself. “I won’t sit. Not until you listen to me.”



He raised an eyebrow, clearly unimpressed by her defiance. “Then speak.”



Nadia took a shaky breath, her anger bubbling to the surface. “How could you do this to me?” she demanded. “You didn’t even ask me. You just decided that I would marry some man I’ve never met, like I’m... like I’m one of your business deals.”



Ivan’s expression remained impassive, though his jaw tightened slightly. “It’s not a decision I made lightly, Nadia.”



“Oh, really?” she said, her voice rising. “Because it feels like you didn’t think about me at all. You’re treating me like a pawn in one of your games, just like Father did with my mother. Do you know what her life was like? Do you care?”



Ivan’s gaze darkened, his calm demeanor hardening into something sharper. “That’s enough,” he said, his voice low but firm. “Don’t compare me to him. I am not our father.”



“Then stop acting like him!” she fired back, her hands trembling at her sides. “He didn’t care about my mother, and he sure as hell didn’t care about me. And now you’re doing the same thing. You’re throwing me into a marriage I don’t want, with a man I don’t know, just to secure your alliances.”



Ivan rose from his chair slowly, his imposing frame towering over her as he rounded the desk. His movements were deliberate, controlled, but his eyes burned with restrained anger. “I am doing this to protect you,” he said, his voice cutting through the room like a blade. “This isn’t about me or what I want. It’s about keeping our family strong, about giving you a future.”



She shook her head, tears welling in her eyes. “How can you say that? Do you even hear yourself? Do you have any idea what you’re asking me to do?”



“I know exactly what I’m asking,” Ivan said, his tone softening slightly. “And I know it’s not easy. But this is how our family survives. You think I don’t understand? My own marriage was arranged. It wasn’t love, but it worked. Alina and I had a strong partnership until she died. We had two wonderful children. ”



Nadia’s breath hitched as she stared at him, the words lodging painfully in her throat. “But you loved her, didn’t you?” she asked, her voice cracking. “Even a little?”



Ivan hesitated for a moment, his expression unreadable. “No,” he admitted. “But we respected each other. We understood our roles and fulfilled them. That is what this is about. Building something bigger than yourself. Maxim will provide for you. He will protect you. You will be safe.”



“Safe,” she repeated bitterly, shaking her head. “You’re sentencing me to a life of misery, and you call that safe?”



“I’m ensuring that you have a future,” Ivan said firmly. “One with stability and strength. You think you know what you want, Nadia, but you have no idea what it takes to survive in this world. Maxim does. And he will make sure you thrive.”



Nadia’s lips parted, and her voice trembled with renewed anger. “He’s twenty years older than me, Ivan. Twenty. You’re asking me to marry someone old enough to be my father.”



Ivan’s expression didn’t waver. “Age is irrelevant in this context. Maxim’s experience, power, and resources make him the perfect match for you.”



“Of course you’d think that,” Nadia shot back, her voice rising. “It’s not you who has to marry him. It’s me.”



Ivan’s jaw tightened, and his voice turned colder. “Katya is twenty years younger than I am, and we have a strong marriage.” He said, referring to his new wife.



Nadia let out a bitter laugh, her voice dripping with sarcasm. “Oh, so I should marry Maxim and hope we turn out like you and Katya? That’s different, Ivan. Katya loves you. And you love her. You chose her. This isn’t the same.”



His expression flickered, the mention of love briefly softening his features. But it was gone in an instant, replaced by the unyielding steel she was used to. “Katya and I built something strong together, just like Alina and I did. Whether it begins with love or not doesn’t matter. What matters is the result.”



Nadia stared at him, disbelief and frustration twisting inside her. “You’re asking me to give my life to someone I don’t even know,” she said, her voice breaking. “Someone who might not even care about me beyond what I can do for him. Don’t you see how wrong that is?”



Ivan’s eyes narrowed, his tone sharp as a blade. “I see a path forward for you that will protect you and strengthen this family. You may not like it now, but you will come to understand in time. This is not just about you, Nadia.”



Nadia felt the weight of his words pressing down on her, heavy and suffocating. She wanted to argue, to scream that he was wrong, but the unyielding certainty in his tone made it clear that there was no changing his mind. He had already decided her future, and there was no room for debate.



Her voice softened, trembling as she asked, “What about what I want? Doesn’t that matter?”



Ivan’s expression didn’t change. “It does. But not as much as what’s necessary.”



The finality of his words hit her like a blow, and she looked away, blinking back tears. She felt small, powerless, as though her own life had been ripped out of her hands.



“I don’t want to end up like her,” she whispered, her voice barely audible.



“You won’t,” Ivan said, his voice softening slightly. “You’re stronger than you think, Nadia. You are not your mother. And this is the right path. You’ll see in time.”



Her shoulders sagged, the fight draining out of her. She turned toward the door, not trusting herself to speak again without breaking completely. As she reached for the handle, Ivan’s voice stopped her.



“Maxim will be here tomorrow to meet you. After the wedding you’ll return to Moscow with him where you will start your new life.”



Nadia didn’t turn around, her hand tightening on the doorknob. Her knuckles whitened against the polished brass as she willed herself not to cry, not to let Ivan see just how cornered she felt. 



But just as she opened the door to leave, standing in the doorway was a man she had never seen before.



He filled the frame with his sheer size, his presence both commanding and unyielding. Ash-blond hair was neatly cropped to frame a face of sharp, angular lines—a chiseled jaw and high cheekbones accentuated by the faintest shadow of a beard. His steel-blue eyes met hers, piercing and unreadable, as though he were sizing her up in the span of a heartbeat. In his early 30s, he was dressed in a fitted black shirt and jeans that emphasized his broad shoulders and muscular build, he exuded quiet strength and control, the kind of man who could end a room’s conversation with a single glance,  and Nadia couldn’t deny that he was devastatingly handsome in a way that was both intimidating and magnetic.



For a moment, neither of them moved, the tension in the air palpable. His eyes held hers, unwavering, as though he could see through her with unsettling clarity. Nadia blinked, breaking the spell, and took an unsteady step back.



“Dmitri,” Ivan said from behind her, his tone shifting into something almost resembling familiarity. “Come in.”



The man stepped inside with a deliberate ease, his movements smooth and confident. The room suddenly felt smaller, the air heavier, as he crossed the threshold. He stopped a few feet from Ivan’s desk, his hands clasped loosely in front of him, standing at attention without looking stiff.



“This is Dmitri Zorin,” Ivan said, his voice carrying an edge of authority. “He’ll be your personal bodyguard until the wedding.”



Nadia’s lips parted, but no words came out. She glanced between the two men, her confusion evident. “Bodyguard?” she asked, her voice cracking slightly.



Ivan nodded, gesturing toward Dmitri. “Yes, You’ll be under heightened scrutiny now that Maxim is arriving tomorrow. I can’t risk anything happening to you. Dmitri is one of my best men, and he’ll ensure your safety.”



Her stomach tightened at the implications of those words—
heightened scrutiny, can’t risk anything happening
. It wasn’t just about her engagement; it was about the Volkov name, the alliances Ivan had meticulously built, the power Maxim represented. She bit back the retort bubbling on her tongue and instead turned her gaze back to Dmitri.



Dmitri stood there silently, observing her with an intensity that made her feel both exposed and oddly secure. There was something in the way he carried himself—reserved but dangerous, like a predator who didn’t need to show his teeth to assert his dominance.







Nadia’s cheeks flushed when she realized she was staring, her anger at Ivan mingling with an unexpected flicker of embarrassment. She straightened her spine and lifted her chin, trying to regain some semblance of composure. “Nadia,” she said, her voice clipped.



Dmitri’s steel-blue eyes softened imperceptibly as he inclined his head. “Miss Volkov,” he replied, his voice deep and steady, with a trace of an accent that sent a shiver down her spine.



The formal address irked her, though she couldn’t quite explain why. She turned back to Ivan, folding her arms across her chest. “Is this really necessary?” she asked, her tone sharper than she intended.



Ivan’s gaze darkened, his patience clearly wearing thin. “Yes, it’s necessary. Dmitri will remain with you at all times until the wedding. It’s for your own protection.”



“For my protection,” she echoed bitterly. “Or to make sure I don’t embarrass you or Maxim?”



Ivan’s jaw tightened, but he didn’t take the bait. Instead, he waved a dismissive hand toward the door. “This conversation is over, Nadia. Dmitri will be with you anywhere you go. You can discuss logistics with him later.”



Her frustration bubbled over, but she forced herself to turn on her heel and leave the office, her steps brisk and purposeful. Dmitri followed closely behind, his presence an unspoken reminder of her new reality.



As they entered the hallway, she slowed her pace, glancing at him out of the corner of her eye. He walked with measured strides, his expression unreadable. She hated how he made her feel—watched, contained, and something else she couldn’t name. There was something about him that unnerved her, something she couldn’t quite put into words.



“You don’t have to follow me everywhere,” she said abruptly, stopping mid-step and turning to face him.



Dmitri’s brow arched slightly, the faintest hint of amusement tugging at the corner of his mouth. “Actually, I do,” he said simply.



Nadia glared at him, crossing her arms. “This is ridiculous. I don’t need a babysitter.”



“I’m not your babysitter,” Dmitri replied evenly, his tone calm but unyielding. “I’m here to keep you safe. That’s all.”



She opened her mouth to argue but stopped when she caught the sharp glint in his eyes. There was no malice in them, only quiet resolve. It wasn’t a challenge or a threat, but a simple statement of fact: he wasn’t going anywhere.



“Fine,” she muttered, spinning on her heel and continuing down the hall.



As they approached her room, she couldn’t help but steal another glance at him. His stoic demeanor only annoyed her further, though she couldn’t deny the magnetic pull of his presence. He was impossibly handsome in a way that felt almost unfair, and the quiet power he radiated made her heart race in ways she didn’t want to acknowledge.



When they reached her door, she turned to him again, narrowing her eyes. “Do you plan on standing out here all day?” she asked, her voice laced with sarcasm.



Dmitri didn’t flinch. “If that’s what it takes.”



She huffed, pushing the door open and stepping inside. The weight of the day pressed heavily on her chest, but the moment she closed the door behind her, she froze, her hand still resting on the handle. First the engagement, now a bodyguard—another layer of control being stripped away. Her life no longer felt like her own, every decision already made for her, every step dictated by someone else. The realization twisted in her stomach, anger and helplessness swirling together in a storm she couldn’t escape.



It didn’t make sense. None of this made sense. And yet, as she leaned her forehead against the door, she found herself exhaling a breath she hadn’t realized she’d been holding.



Nadia crossed the room and sank onto the edge of her bed, the weight of the day pressing heavily on her shoulders. The golden light of late afternoon was beginning to fade, casting long shadows across her room. Alone at last, she let the mask slip. Her composure cracked as a shaky breath escaped her lips, and she buried her face in her hands.



Her engagement. The word felt foreign, heavy, suffocating. Tomorrow, she would meet the man who would become her husband, a stranger who would claim her life as his own. Maxim Sokolov. The name carried power, respect, and reputation, everything Ivan valued in an ally. But to her, it was just another set of shackles.



She stared down at her hands, fingers twisting the hem of her skirt as her mind spun. Could this work? Could she grow to tolerate a man like Maxim, a man she hadn’t even met? Maybe, with time, she could learn to find peace in the arrangement. Ivan had said his first marriage was about respect, not love, and it had worked for him. Maybe she could find some semblance of that.



Her heart rebelled at the thought. Respect wasn’t enough. She wanted more—freedom, choice, the chance to make her own path. But those things felt further away than ever now, out of reach and slipping further with every passing hour.



Tomorrow loomed large in her mind, a quiet storm she couldn’t stop. What would Maxim be like? Would he be kind or cold? Indifferent or controlling? A flicker of hope tried to surface—maybe he wouldn’t be as terrible as she feared. Maybe, just maybe, he would surprise her. But as quickly as it appeared, that hope withered, smothered by the memory of her mother’s resigned, hollow eyes.



Nadia swallowed the lump in her throat and shook her head as though to clear the thought. Dwelling on it wouldn’t change anything. Her future was set. Ivan had made sure of that.



Her gaze wandered toward the window, where the sky outside had deepened into hues of amber and blue. The quiet of her room was both a comfort and a prison, the solitude giving her space to think but no escape from the torrent of emotions swirling inside her.



Her thoughts turned unexpectedly to Dmitri, and her fingers stilled on her lap. His image surfaced in her mind without warning—the broad shoulders, the steel-blue eyes that seemed to pierce through her, the quiet strength that made him impossible to ignore. He unsettled her in ways she couldn’t quite explain.



She frowned, remembering the way he’d looked at her when Ivan had introduced them. There was nothing overtly disrespectful in his gaze, but it had lingered, as though he were assessing her, peeling back layers she didn’t want anyone to see. It had made her feel vulnerable, exposed—and not just physically.



And yet, she couldn’t deny the pull he seemed to have. His presence filled a room without effort, commanding attention and respect with a simple glance. She hated the idea of being watched constantly, of having no privacy, but something about him made her feel... safer. Even if she didn’t want to admit it.



Her cheeks warmed as she recalled the way he had spoken to her, his voice low and steady, with just the faintest hint of an accent that sent shivers down her spine. He was far too attractive for his own good—and hers. She bit her lip, annoyed at the unwelcome thought. 



But what would his presence mean for her over the next few months? She couldn’t help but wonder. He would be there every day, always close, always watching. The thought made her stomach twist, though whether it was from unease or something else, she couldn’t be sure.



Shaking her head, Nadia pushed herself off the bed and crossed the room, trying to dispel the conflicting emotions swirling inside her. Dmitri was just another part of this ordeal, another piece of the puzzle Ivan had forced her into. She wouldn’t let herself get distracted by him.



Still, as she stared out the window at the darkening sky, her thoughts drifted back to the man who would be guarding her each day. For all her frustration, she couldn’t deny the strange comfort his presence brought, no matter how much she wanted to.



The faintest sigh escaped her lips as she turned away from the window and lay back on the bed. Tomorrow, she would meet Maxim. Tomorrow, the next step in this carefully arranged future would begin. But tonight, she let herself linger on the thought of the man guarding her, the flicker of something she didn’t yet understand stirring in her chest.



It didn’t make sense. None of this did. But she couldn’t shake the feeling that Dmitri’s presence would change everything.







Chapter 3







Dmitri eased into the armchair at the end of the hallway, its plush cushions a stark contrast to the tension coiled in his muscles. The estate was quiet now, the low hum of activity that had filled the day fading into the stillness of evening. Outside the tall windows lining the corridor, the last traces of sunlight stretched over the manicured grounds, casting long shadows across the polished floors.



His steel-blue eyes scanned the hallway out of habit, lingering briefly on Nadia’s closed door. She was safe inside, her fiery protests against Ivan’s orders now replaced by silence. He exhaled slowly, leaning back against the chair and stretching his legs out in front of him.



The stillness felt foreign to Dmitri, who was used to action. His work in the Bratva rarely left room for moments like this. He was a man of movement, of purpose—solving problems, eliminating threats, and doing the kind of dirty work others didn’t want to touch. Tonight, his role was simpler but no less important: sit, watch, and ensure Nadia Volkov stayed safe.



Ivan’s words from earlier played in his mind, crisp and authoritative. “You are to stay with her during the day, wherever she goes. Make sure she’s protected. Make sure she’s seen. The guards will take over at night, but until this wedding happens, she’s your responsibility.”



It wasn’t the kind of task Dmitri was used to. He wasn’t a babysitter, and he certainly wasn’t a handler. But Ivan had made it clear—this assignment wasn’t about convenience or tradition. Ivan didn’t trust just anyone to protect his sister, especially not now, with Maxim Sokolov arriving tomorrow and the family’s attention focused on the upcoming wedding.



Dmitri had accepted without hesitation. Ivan Volkov didn’t waste words, and his loyalty to the man was absolute. Protecting Nadia wasn’t just another job; it was personal. That knowledge carried weight, and Dmitri wasn’t the type to take his responsibilities lightly.



The estate settled into the evening rhythm around him. Guards shifted into their night rotations, their presence barely noticeable as they moved through the house. Somewhere below, the sound of faint laughter floated up—likely one of the kitchen staff sharing a joke. The hum of quiet was almost lulling, but Dmitri stayed sharp. Years in the Bratva had taught him that even the quietest nights could shift without warning.



His gaze returned to Nadia’s door, though he told himself not to linger too long. She didn’t want him here; that much had been obvious. Her resentment toward the entire situation was palpable, crackling in the air every time she spoke. She had fire, he’d give her that. Most people didn’t dare raise their voices to Ivan, let alone challenge him outright. But Nadia had, and she’d done it with a conviction that Dmitri couldn’t ignore.



He ran a hand over his jaw, his fingers brushing the faint stubble that had grown in over the day. This assignment was going to be harder than he’d thought, but not for the reasons he’d initially expected. The threats from the outside world—those he could handle. They were predictable. Nadia, on the other hand, was anything but.



A faint sound broke his thoughts—the soft creak of floorboards behind the door he was meant to guard. He straightened instinctively, his focus sharpening. For a moment, he thought she might open it, step out, and confront him again. But the door remained closed, the sound fading back into silence.



Dmitri leaned back once more, his posture relaxing even as his mind stayed alert. This wasn’t his usual work, but Ivan had entrusted him with it for a reason. Protecting Nadia Volkov meant more than keeping her safe—it meant proving that she was untouchable, no matter what anyone outside the family thought.



The hallway grew darker as the last light of day slipped below the horizon, shadows pooling in the corners. Dmitri shifted in the armchair, the quiet of the evening pressing against him like a weighted blanket. His sharp gaze settled on Nadia’s door again, and, despite himself, he let his thoughts wander to the woman behind it. He hadn’t expected her to be what she was. Ivan had warned him she’d be reluctant about the marriage, but Dmitri had assumed that reluctance would come in the form of subdued bitterness or quiet compliance, the kind of resignation he’d seen countless times in the women tied to Bratva families.



Nadia was none of those things.



From the moment he saw her standing in Ivan’s office, shoulders squared, fire flashing in her emerald-green eyes, Dmitri had been caught off guard. Her boldness had surprised him, the way she’d openly defied her brother, challenging him in a way few would dare. There was a confidence in her, a fire that made her seem far older than her twenty years. But it wasn’t just her boldness that had struck him—it was the vulnerability she tried so hard to hide.



She wasn’t fragile, but there was a rawness to her emotions, a sense that she was teetering on the edge of something she didn’t quite understand. It showed in the way her voice trembled when she raised it, in the flush that crept up her neck when she glared at Ivan. She wanted to be strong, but there was a part of her still unsure of how to wield that strength. That tension—between defiance and uncertainty—made her fascinating in a way Dmitri hadn’t anticipated.



And then there was her beauty. Dmitri had seen beautiful women before; the Bratva world was full of them. But Nadia’s beauty was different. It wasn’t just her striking features—the delicate curve of her jawline, the fullness of her lips, the rich, dark waves of her hair cascading over her shoulders. It was the way she carried herself, the way her fiery spirit seemed to glow beneath her skin. She had a presence that was impossible to ignore, one that made Dmitri’s chest tighten in ways he didn’t like to think about.



He clenched his jaw, forcing himself to look away from her door. This wasn’t the time for distractions, and Nadia Volkov was nothing if not a distraction. His job was to protect her, not to notice the way her eyes flashed when she argued, or how her lips parted slightly when she was caught off guard. He cursed under his breath, leaning forward in the chair, his elbows resting on his knees as he stared at the polished floor. She was Ivan’s sister. That alone made her untouchable, and Dmitri prided himself on his discipline. He wasn’t the kind of man who mixed business with pleasure.



But the memory of her in Ivan’s office lingered, stubborn and insistent. He couldn’t ignore the way she had stood her ground, her small frame seeming to fill the room with her sheer determination. Dmitri had seen powerful men fold under Ivan’s commanding presence, but Nadia hadn’t wavered, even when her voice shook. It was admirable, but it was also dangerous. That kind of defiance could get her hurt in a world like this. Maybe that was part of why Ivan had entrusted him with this assignment—Nadia didn’t just need protection from outside threats. She needed someone to keep her from becoming her own worst enemy.



Dmitri’s thoughts drifted to the argument he’d overheard outside Ivan’s office. He hadn’t meant to listen, but their voices had carried through the heavy door, sharp and heated. He’d hesitated before knocking, his hand hovering over the wood as Nadia’s voice rang out, laced with frustration and defiance.



“You’re treating me like a pawn in one of your games!” she had shouted, her words cutting through the quiet hallway. “Just like Father did with my mother. Do you even care about what I want?”



Dmitri had stiffened at the raw emotion in her voice. He hadn’t known the details of the marriage arrangement until Ivan’s earlier briefing, but Nadia’s words made it clear that she saw this as more than just a union—it was a betrayal, a continuation of a legacy she wanted no part of.
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