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Chapter 1











The cargo ship groaned beneath the weight of its freight, the sound of shifting metal grating on Katya’s nerves as the vessel rocked gently in the dark waters. The air was thick with the stench of sweat and salt, mingling with the acrid scent of rusting steel. She could feel the dampness seeping into her bones, the cold biting at her skin as she sat huddled against a grimy wall. It had been days since she’d boarded, though it felt like years—each hour stretching into an eternity as fear gnawed at her insides. Her body ached from the cramped space, her muscles stiff from holding herself together, both physically and emotionally.



Katya Sokolov was twenty years old, with long, dark brown hair that hung in loose waves past her shoulders, framing her pale face. Her dark brown eyes, usually filled with quiet fire, were now dulled by exhaustion and fear. Petite but curvaceous, her figure often drew unwanted attention, but she’d learned long ago how to navigate the unwanted stares—though now, in this cold and harsh reality, her physical appearance offered her no advantages. The chill of the ship’s hold made her shiver, the thin layers of her clothes doing little to protect her from the cold. She pulled her knees up to her chest, wrapping her arms around herself in an effort to stay warm.



She hadn’t expected the journey to be pleasant, but nothing had prepared her for the reality of it. They had been packed into the cargo hold like livestock, herded onto the ship with little more than a barked command and a shove. The space was dimly lit, with only a few weak bulbs casting flickering shadows along the walls. The others—two young women and two men, all in varying states of despair—huddled near her, their faces pale with exhaustion and fear. No one spoke much. What was there to say? They were all in the same situation, dragged here by forces beyond their control, each of them carrying the weight of debts they hadn’t incurred.



Katya clenched her jaw, trying to suppress the anger that bubbled inside her. It was easier to be angry than afraid. Anger made her feel alive, reminded her that she was still fighting, even if it was only in her mind. Fear, on the other hand, was an enemy she couldn’t seem to shake. It clung to her like a second skin, tightening around her chest until every breath felt like a battle.



She glanced at the others. The men sat with their heads down, too weary to look up, while one of the women quietly cried, her thin shoulders shaking with each sob. Katya wanted to comfort her, but what could she say? They were all prisoners here, bound by invisible chains. A part of her envied the woman’s ability to cry. Katya hadn’t cried once since she boarded the ship. Her tears had dried up long ago, back when her father had first betrayed her.



Her father. The thought of him sent a fresh wave of anger coursing through her. She could still see his face, the hollow eyes, the way his lips had tightened into a thin line when he’d told her about the deal he’d made with the Bratva. He hadn’t even had the decency to look her in the eye. Her stomach twisted with the memory. How could he? How could he sell her out like that, offer her up to pay for his sins like she was nothing more than a bargaining chip?



She pressed the heels of her hands into her eyes, willing the image of him away. But the anger remained, simmering just below the surface. Her life had been ripped apart because of him. The small, quiet life she’d built for herself back in Russia, gone in the blink of an eye. Her job, her friends, her freedom—everything had been stolen from her, all because of her father’s greed.



Now, here she was, on a cargo ship headed to Los Angeles, a city she’d only ever seen in movies. The reality of it felt distant, surreal. What would happen to her when she arrived? Would they force her into a life of degradation, like she had heard whispered among those who owed debts to the Bratva? The rumors had haunted her, gnawing at her insides during the long nights on the ship. She knew what happened to women like her—those who were sent to work off their fathers’ mistakes.



Katya wasn’t naive. She knew she had been lucky so far. The men aboard the ship hadn’t touched her, though she had caught their hungry glances more than once. She could feel their eyes on her, and it made her skin crawl. She kept her head down, avoided any unnecessary attention, and prayed that her ordeal wouldn’t get worse.



The ship gave another lurch as it neared the docks. The sound of chains rattling against the deck reverberated through the hold. Katya tensed, knowing that they were close now. Her heart began to pound in her chest, the adrenaline kicking in as reality settled over her. This was it. The moment she had been dreading and preparing for since the day she boarded the ship. She was about to be thrown into a world she didn’t understand, into the hands of men who saw her as nothing more than a tool—a means to an end.



Her body ached from exhaustion, but her mind was racing, trying to calculate her next move. But what could she do? Run? Hide? There was no escape. Not from the Bratva.



The door to the cargo hold creaked open, and a shaft of light pierced the darkness. Katya shielded her eyes against the sudden brightness, her heart hammering in her chest. Footsteps echoed against the metal floor as a group of men entered. Their faces were hard, expressionless, guns strapped to their belts. The one in charge—a large, burly man with a thick beard and cold eyes—barked out orders in Russian. They were to disembark now. No questions, no arguments.



Katya stood, her legs shaky from disuse. She glanced around at the others, her heart sinking as she saw the fear in their faces. They were all just as lost as she was, caught up in a dangerous game they couldn’t hope to win. She swallowed hard, trying to keep her composure as they were led off the ship.



The docks were bustling with activity—workers unloading crates, forklifts beeping as they maneuvered heavy pallets across the concrete. But Katya had no time to take it all in. Armed men were waiting for them, their eyes scanning the group with cold detachment. It was clear that they were nothing more than merchandise here, commodities to be sorted and used.



Katya felt her throat tighten, but she forced herself to keep her head up. She wouldn’t let them see her fear. She wouldn’t give them that satisfaction. As they were herded into a waiting van, Katya glanced back at the ship one last time. The sea stretched out behind it, endless and unforgiving, a reminder of the life she had left behind.



She didn’t know what awaited her in Los Angeles, but one thing was certain: she was in the Bratva’s world now, and there was no turning back.



The van ride was silent except for the hum of the engine and the occasional sharp turn that made Katya's stomach churn. Her nerves were stretched thin, fraying with each passing second. She tried to focus on the world outside the small, fogged-up windows, but there wasn’t much to see. The streets they drove through were dark and desolate, a sharp contrast to the glitzy image of Los Angeles she had seen in movies. This part of the city was industrial, cold, and unwelcoming—just like the men who had herded them into the van.



The other women sat huddled beside her, their bodies tense and their eyes cast down. Katya could feel the weight of their fear, as palpable as her own, but she refused to let it show. She clenched her fists in her lap, willing herself to stay strong, even as her heart pounded in her chest. There was a quiet determination in her—no matter how powerless she felt, she wouldn’t let them break her. Not yet.



The van came to a halt with a sudden jerk, and the men outside barked orders. Katya’s pulse quickened as she heard the heavy sound of doors being wrenched open. It was time. They had arrived. The sliding door was yanked back, revealing a dull, gray warehouse. The air was heavy with the scent of oil and metal, the sharp tang filling her nostrils and making her already uneasy stomach twist further.



“Get out,” one of the men growled, motioning them forward with a nod of his head. His hand rested on the grip of his gun, a casual yet menacing reminder of where the power lay.



Katya climbed out, her legs stiff from the hours of sitting, and glanced around. The warehouse was massive, with towering shelves stacked with crates and pallets. The dull buzz of forklifts and machinery echoed in the distance, adding to the sense of cold efficiency. It was a world that operated with precision, where human lives were just another commodity, traded and moved around like the crates on the shelves.



The office they were led into was no different. It was small and stark, the walls made of unpainted concrete, with a single overhead light casting a harsh glow. The furniture was sparse—a few metal chairs, a table, and nothing else to soften the edges of the room. The air inside was thick, suffocating, with the faint metallic scent that seemed to cling to everything.



Katya glanced at the other women. They kept their heads down, their shoulders hunched, as if trying to make themselves smaller, less noticeable. She could feel the tension radiating from them—the same fear that had been her companion on the ship was now a living, breathing presence in the room. Every breath felt labored, as if the weight of their circumstances pressed down on them from all sides.



But Katya wouldn’t let herself crumble. She couldn’t. Her father’s betrayal had already cost her so much—her life, her freedom, her future. She wouldn’t give the Bratva the satisfaction of seeing her break under the pressure. She straightened her spine, forcing her chin up, even though the fear gnawed at her insides like a ravenous beast.



Her eyes darted around the room, taking in every detail as if cataloging her new reality. The flickering fluorescent light overhead cast a sickly glow over the scene, and the sound of distant machinery continued to hum in the background, a constant reminder that they were far from any place of comfort or safety. There was no luxury here, no pretense of warmth—just the cold, hard reality of the world she had been thrust into.



Her breath hitched as she thought about what might come next. She had heard the rumors—the whispered stories of what happened to women who owed their lives to the Bratva. Some were sent to strip clubs, others into worse fates. The fear of being reduced to a mere object for their use tightened in her chest, but she pushed it down, clinging to the small flicker of resolve that still burned inside her.



The door to the office opened, and the sound of heavy footsteps filled the room. Katya’s body tensed instinctively as several men entered. They were large, imposing figures, each with a cold, calculating expression that sent shivers down her spine. Their eyes scanned the room like predators assessing their prey. One of them stood out—a man in his mid-forties, broad-shouldered and gruff, his eyes sharp and watchful. He carried himself with the confidence of someone who was used to having control, someone who didn’t need to raise his voice to command attention.



“Line up,” one of the men ordered, his voice a harsh rasp that brooked no argument.



Katya moved forward along with the others, her heart pounding so loudly in her chest she was sure they could hear it. The other women kept their heads bowed, their eyes fixed on the floor, but Katya couldn’t bring herself to look down. She stood tall, her chin slightly lifted, though her mind raced with a thousand fears. What would they do with her? Where would they send her? Every rumor she’d ever heard about the Bratva played on repeat in her mind.



The men didn’t speak right away. They simply looked at them, appraising them like livestock at auction. The air felt thick with tension, and each passing second seemed to stretch into eternity.



Katya’s anxiety spiked as her senses sharpened, every noise in the warehouse outside magnified in her mind. The distant clanging of metal, the low murmur of voices—it all made her feel like she was standing on the edge of a precipice, about to fall into something dark and dangerous. She glanced at the other women, noting the way they trembled, their fear almost tangible in the stale air. But she kept her head held high, refusing to let the men see the fear that gnawed at her insides.



The office felt like a cage, its concrete walls pressing in on her, making it hard to breathe. Every step the men took echoed, heavy and deliberate. Katya’s heart pounded, her muscles tense, ready for whatever was coming next. She tried to calm herself, to remind herself that she’d survived worse than this. But a part of her, the part that knew how ruthless these men could be, couldn’t stop imagining what might lie ahead.



She had to stay strong. No matter what happened, she had to survive. It was all she had left.



The door opened again, and another man entered. Katya’s breath caught as she saw him—the one they were here to meet. He was older, powerful, and undeniably dangerous.



Ivan Volkov.



His mere presence shifted the energy in the room. The other men stiffened slightly, their gazes darting toward him in acknowledgment of the authority he held. Katya’s heartbeat quickened as she tried to steady herself. This was it—the moment her new reality was about to be defined.



Ivan Volkov stepped forward into the dimly lit office, his presence impossible to ignore. Katya stood frozen, her heart racing in her chest as his cold, calculating eyes locked onto her. The room suddenly felt smaller, the air thicker as Ivan took his place behind the desk, commanding the space as if he owned not just the room, but everyone in it.



Katya swallowed hard, forcing herself to breathe evenly, though the tension in her body betrayed the calm she tried to project.



Even in the low light, Ivan Volkov’s presence dominated the space. Around him stood several other Bratva men, their gazes cold and dispassionate as they surveyed the newcomers. Katya had heard his name whispered on the ship, in hushed tones of fear and respect. Ivan Volkov, the head of the Volkov family’s operations in Los Angeles, and cousin to the powerful Nikolai Volkov, who ruled the Bratva’s New York operations. To cross Ivan was to sign your own death warrant.



He was older, mid-forties, with an air of authority that made her stomach twist in both fear and, to her horror, something else. His broad shoulders filled out his tailored suit, the fabric stretching slightly across the expanse of his chest as he leaned back in his chair. Dark tattoos snaked their way up his neck and, from what little she could see, beneath the collar of his shirt, hinting at a body marked by years in the Bratva’s world.



Katya’s throat tightened as her eyes traveled over him. He wasn’t like the other men in the room. His power was different—it wasn’t just about physical strength, though he clearly possessed that in spades. No, Ivan exuded control. His presence was magnetic, drawing attention to him without so much as a word.



The light from the single lamp on the desk cast shadows over his face, but she could still make out his sharp, chiseled features. His jawline was strong, and his dark hair was cropped short, with a hint of gray just starting to show at his temples. His eyes, though, were what truly held her. Piercing and dark, they locked onto her the moment she entered the room, pinning her in place as though he could see straight through her. It felt like an unspoken challenge, one she wasn’t sure she could win.



The longer Ivan stared at her, the more difficult it became for Katya to keep her breathing steady. It was as if he could see straight through her, through all the fear, anger, and uncertainty she had fought so hard to bury deep within herself. The other men in the room faded into the background, their presence irrelevant in the face of Ivan’s focused intensity.



Katya knew she should look away, should lower her gaze like the others, but something inside her wouldn’t let her. A fierce wave of defiance surged up, almost instinctively. If she was going to be indebted to this man for five years—if her life was going to be tied to his—then she would not enter this arrangement like a cowering dog. She would meet his eyes, even if it meant provoking whatever dangerous energy simmered beneath his calm exterior.



She lifted her chin slightly, her gaze unwavering as she stared back at him. It was a silent rebellion, but it was all she had. Her heart continued to hammer in her chest, each beat drumming louder in her ears as the tension between them thickened.



Ivan’s expression remained impassive, but there was a flicker of something in his eyes—curiosity, perhaps, or amusement. Katya couldn’t be sure. He didn’t look away either, didn’t dismiss her the way he had with the others. The challenge between them was palpable, hanging in the air like an unspoken threat.



Ivan’s expression remained impassive, but there was a flicker of something in his eyes—curiosity, perhaps, or amusement. Katya couldn’t be sure. He didn’t look away either, didn’t dismiss her the way he had with the others. The challenge between them was palpable, hanging in the air like an unspoken threat.



Before she could dwell on what that flicker meant, the room shifted as Ivan’s attention turned toward the others. The sharp sound of a chair scraping against the concrete floor jolted Katya, her focus snapping back to the present. The two young men who had traveled with her from Russia stood stiffly to the side, their eyes fixed firmly on the floor, shoulders hunched in submission. The two young women, barely older than Katya herself, looked equally terrified, their faces pale, their bodies tense as they awaited their fate.



Ivan’s gaze slid over them with the same cold detachment he had used on her, but without the curiosity. These people were nothing more than cogs in his well-oiled machine. He gestured with a flick of his wrist to one of the men standing by his side, a silent command for them to be dealt with. His authority radiated from him in waves—there was no need for words.



“These two,” the man beside Ivan said, pointing to the young men, “will go down to the shipping yard. They’ll be working the docks. Long hours, put them in the bunkhouse with the other men.” His tone was casual, as if he were discussing the weather rather than dictating the future of these two men.



The young men didn’t flinch. Katya imagined they had been expecting something like this—manual labor, endless shifts unloading cargo and working under the harsh sun. It wasn’t glamorous, but it was safer than what the other women would face. A knot of anxiety tightened in her stomach as she glanced toward the other two women.



“And these two,” the man continued, his voice taking on an edge of boredom, “send them to the clubs. We need fresh faces there.”



The two women froze, their faces drained of all color. Katya’s heart skipped a beat as her fear for them—and for herself—intensified. They had been expecting this, hadn’t they? Just like she had? Still, the cold indifference with which they were dismissed, sent to lives that would likely be filled with exploitation and degradation, chilled her to the core. The Bratva didn’t care about them. They were just bodies to be used, nothing more.



Katya’s heart pounded in her chest, and the icy dread that had been slowly creeping over her now took full hold. Would she be next? Her breath quickened as she mentally prepared herself for the same fate. She could already see the scenario playing out in her mind—Ivan’s dismissive gesture, the man’s bored tone as he ordered her off to some seedy club where she’d be nothing more than a tool for the men who frequented those places.



She tried to control the panic rising in her throat. She had known this was coming since the day she left Russia, hadn’t she? The second her father had betrayed the Bratva, her future had been sealed. She’d tried to tell herself that it might not be this bad, that maybe, just maybe, she’d be given something less degrading. But now, standing in the cold, sterile office, her fate looming over her, the reality hit hard.



This was it. Her life wasn’t hers anymore. It belonged to Ivan Volkov, and he could send her anywhere he pleased. A strip club. Worse. Her stomach twisted painfully at the thought.



She could already hear the man’s voice in her mind, telling Ivan to send her away with the others, his words dripping with that same indifference. She would be just another girl sent to work off a debt that wasn’t hers, another face in the crowd of women forced into a world they had no control over.



A thin sheen of sweat broke out across her forehead as her fear reached its peak. She forced herself to breathe slowly, to calm the frantic beating of her heart, but it was no use. The room felt colder now, as if the very walls were closing in on her, suffocating her with their weight. She had never felt so helpless, so powerless.



Katya’s mind raced, desperate for an escape, but there was none. She was trapped, bound to the Bratva’s will, to Ivan’s will.



Her fingers twitched at her sides, and she resisted the urge to clench her fists in frustration. She couldn’t show fear. Not now, not in front of him. But no matter how hard she tried to suppress it, the terror gnawed at her, biting into her resolve like a wild animal that refused to be tamed.



The two women were quietly escorted out of the office, their eyes blank with resignation. The door shut behind them with a soft click, sealing their fate. Katya swallowed hard, the bile rising in her throat.



Now, it was her turn.



She straightened her spine, forcing herself to remain calm, but her thoughts spiraled as she waited for Ivan’s verdict.



Ivan’s gaze slid back to her, his eyes locking onto hers with a cold, unrelenting intensity. The weight of his attention bore down on her like an invisible hand around her throat. The room seemed to shrink, and suddenly it felt as though the very air had thickened. Katya’s skin prickled as the silence deepened, everyone waiting for Ivan to speak.



Her heart hammered in her chest, loud enough that she feared the others might hear it. She stood frozen under his scrutiny, her muscles tense, ready to flinch at whatever verdict he was about to deliver. She expected the worst—perhaps she’d be sent to a club after all, despite the brief flicker of hope that she’d escape such a fate.



Ivan didn’t speak immediately. His dark eyes traced her face, then moved down the length of her body, slowly, deliberately. It wasn’t lust she saw in his gaze—it was something far more dangerous. He was sizing her up, evaluating her, as if determining how useful she would be to him. The room was still, as if the world itself held its breath, waiting for Ivan’s word.



"Katya," he said at last, her name rolling off his tongue with a weight that made her stomach twist. The low timbre of his voice resonated through the room, demanding attention. He leaned forward slightly in his chair, resting his forearms on the desk, and for a brief moment, Katya wished she had looked away earlier, had lowered her gaze like the others. But it was too late for that now.



"You’re here because of your father’s betrayal," Ivan began, his voice cold and authoritative. There was no trace of emotion in it, no sign that he cared one way or another about her fate—only the brutal facts. "He was a thief. A coward who thought he could steal from the Bratva and get away with it."



Katya’s stomach churned. She had known it would come to this, but hearing Ivan say the words out loud felt like being struck. Her father’s crime, his betrayal, had cost her everything. And now, she was paying the price.



Ivan’s eyes narrowed slightly as he continued. "Because of him, you now belong to me. You are indebted to the Volkov family for five years."



The words hit her like a punch to the gut, knocking the wind from her lungs. Five years. Five years of her life that she would never get back. Five years where she had no control, no freedom. She would be bound to him, forced to serve in whatever capacity he saw fit, all because of her father’s selfishness.



Her jaw clenched, but she didn’t look away. She refused to let him see how much his words affected her. She couldn’t give him that satisfaction.



"And I don’t tolerate thievery," Ivan added, his voice dropping to a menacing growl. "Your father’s sins are now yours to bear. But let me make one thing clear—you will not repeat his mistakes. Not in my house."



The room felt colder now, and Katya had to fight to keep her expression neutral. Inside, her blood boiled. How could he speak to her like this? As if she were the one who had stolen from him, as if she had any control over the situation she was in? She was here because of her father, yes, but she had done nothing to deserve this.



"Your role," Ivan said, leaning back slightly, "is to work as a nanny. My children will be your responsibility, and you will see to their needs." His voice was sharp, each word delivered like a command. "Do your job well, and you’ll avoid the fate of the others."



Katya’s heart skipped a beat. A nanny? She wasn’t being sent to the clubs? Relief flooded her, so intense that she had to force herself not to sag in place. She had been bracing for something much worse, something far more degrading, but this—this she could do. She could take care of children.



But Ivan wasn’t finished. His eyes darkened, and his voice took on a harsher edge. "If you fail—if you disappoint me—there will be consequences." He let the words hang in the air, heavy with menace. "And I’m sure you know what those consequences will be."



Katya felt her stomach drop again. She didn’t need him to spell it out. She knew exactly what he was threatening. If she failed in her duties, if she displeased him in any way, he would send her to one of those clubs, or worse. He was giving her one chance—just one—and if she blew it, her fate would be sealed.



Her mouth was dry, but she managed a nod. Her throat felt tight, her pulse hammering in her ears. Relief and fear warred inside her—relief that she hadn’t been immediately condemned to the life she had feared most, and fear that Ivan still held her fate in his hands.



She could feel his gaze still on her, weighing her, testing her resolve. He was expecting obedience, submission. He had made it clear that she had no other choice. She was his now, bound to him for five years, and he wanted her to know just how precarious her position was.



But even as the weight of it all settled over her, even as the fear tightened its grip around her chest, Katya felt something else stir inside her—something sharp and defiant. She hated this man. Hated him for the power he held over her, for the way he spoke to her as though she were nothing more than a tool to be used. Hated the way her body reacted to his presence, betraying her with its unwanted attraction.



But more than anything, she hated the feeling of helplessness that threatened to swallow her whole.



She wouldn’t let him break her. She couldn’t.



Katya straightened her spine, her chin lifting slightly as she met Ivan’s gaze once more. She could feel the heat of his dominance pressing down on her, could see the cold authority in his eyes, but she wouldn’t cower. Not here. Not now. She might be indebted to him, but that didn’t mean she had to surrender her sense of self.



Ivan’s eyes flickered again, a small, barely perceptible movement, as if he had noticed the shift in her posture. For a brief second, there was a tension in the air between them, an unspoken understanding. She wasn’t backing down.



His lips curled into the faintest hint of a smirk, and Katya’s heart stuttered in her chest.



"Good," Ivan said softly, almost as if he were speaking to himself. "Let’s see if that fire burns bright enough to survive."



And with that, he dismissed her with a simple wave of his hand, turning his attention back to the papers on his desk.



Katya turned and walked out of the office, her mind swirling with emotions. She had survived the first hurdle, but the battle was far from over. She was now trapped in Ivan’s world, bound to him by a debt that wasn’t hers.



But she was still Katya, and she would not break. Not yet.



As the door to the office clicked shut behind her, one of the men from Ivan’s crew appeared beside her, gesturing for her to follow. Katya forced herself to keep her steps steady as they walked through the cold, dimly lit hallway, her heart still racing from the encounter. She had no idea where they were taking her next, but she knew it didn’t matter. No matter where she went, she was under Ivan’s control now.



She clenched her fists at her sides as she walked down the narrow corridor, her footsteps echoing off the concrete walls. The other men and women who had traveled with her were already gone, whisked away to their respective fates. She imagined them now—those young men working at the docks, their lives filled with backbreaking labor, and those women, shipped off to the clubs, their futures carved out by Ivan’s cold decisions.



Katya knew she had been spared, but it didn’t feel like salvation. She had avoided one fate, only to be handed over to another. As she left the building, stepping out into the humid Los Angeles air, the reality of her situation settled over her with suffocating clarity.



She was indebted to Ivan Volkov for five years. Five long years. And he hadn’t hesitated to remind her that he didn’t tolerate thieves. Her father’s betrayal was now hers to bear, and the threat of what would happen if she failed hung over her like a guillotine blade, ready to drop at any moment.



She could feel the weight of it—his control, his power. It followed her even now, outside of his office, as though the cold shadow of his dominance clung to her skin. She had no illusions about the life she was entering. She had seen the way he looked at her, how he calculated every move, sizing her up like a piece of property. To him, she wasn’t a person. She was a tool. A means to an end.



The anger that had been simmering deep within her began to flare again, sharp and hot. Her father had done this to her. Her father had sold her out, traded her life for his own cowardice and selfishness. And now she was paying the price for his sins, bound to a man she didn’t know, a man she despised even as she was inexplicably drawn to him. How had it come to this?



Her thoughts tumbled and twisted in her mind as she walked through the warehouse, her steps quick and uneven. She was relieved, yes—relieved that she wouldn’t be forced into the clubs, forced to sell her body like so many other women had been. But that relief was fleeting, overwhelmed by the burning resentment that now fueled her every step.



She hated Ivan. Hated his power. Hated the way he had looked at her like he owned her. Hated that he 
did
 own her. But more than anything, she hated her father for putting her in this position, for abandoning her to the mercy of men like Ivan Volkov. It was his betrayal that had led her here, trapped in a life that was no longer her own. He had traded her for his own survival, and the bitterness of that truth tasted like bile in her throat.



But underneath the anger, beneath the resentment and fear, there was something else. A flicker of something she didn’t want to acknowledge, but that refused to be ignored.



Katya could still feel the tension that had sparked between her and Ivan in that office. The way his gaze had lingered on her, the way her body had responded against her will. It disgusted her, the way she had felt a pull toward him, a dangerous magnetism that made her stomach twist. How could she feel even the slightest attraction to a man like him? A man who held her life in his hands, who could destroy her with a word?



But it was there, buried deep, and no matter how much she tried to ignore it, she couldn’t deny the way her pulse had quickened when he had spoken her name, the way her skin had burned under his gaze. It was infuriating.



Outside, a black van idled by the warehouse entrance. Without a word, the man opened the door for her, and Katya climbed inside, her body tense as the door slid shut behind her with a heavy thud. She settled into her seat, staring out of the window as the van pulled away from the warehouse. The city lights blurred into streaks of neon and shadow as they drove, and Katya felt the weight of her situation press down on her once again.



She had to stay focused. She had five years ahead of her—five long years of servitude to a man who saw her as nothing more than a pawn. But she wouldn’t let that break her. She couldn’t.



Ivan might hold the power now, but Katya had no intention of simply giving in. There was a spark of rebellion inside her, one that had kept her alive during the journey from Russia, one that had refused to bow to the Bratva’s cold grip. It was that spark she would hold onto, that defiance that would see her through the next five years.



She might be indebted to Ivan, but she wasn’t going to lose herself. She wasn’t going to submit, not easily, not without a fight.



As the van wound through the dark streets of Los Angeles, Katya stared out into the night, her heart hardening with resolve. She had a long road ahead of her, one filled with danger and uncertainty. But she wasn’t going to break.



No matter what Ivan Volkov or the Bratva threw at her, she would survive.



And one day, when her five years were up, she would be free again.







Chapter 2







Ivan exited the dimly lit office, the weight of the door closing behind him barely registering over the churn of thoughts in his mind. The moment the door latched, the murmur of the warehouse buzzed back into focus—the low hum of machinery, the distant clatter of footsteps on concrete, and the muted conversation of men discussing business. But all of that faded into the background as his mind replayed the meeting. Specifically, the part where he had met her.



Katya Sokolov.



He had entered that room with a plan. The moment he laid eyes on the young women sent to settle their debts, he already knew their fates. They were just another part of the machine, cogs in the complex world of the Bratva. The clubs and brothels under his control could always use more faces—ones that would attract attention and money. His operation ran like a well-oiled machine, and there was no room for sentimentality, no time for second thoughts. They were there to work, and he was there to direct their futures.



But Katya had thrown a wrench in his carefully laid plans.



He hadn’t expected her to be any different from the others. She had the same look of fear in her eyes as the other women when she first entered, the same uncertainty as the weight of their situation pressed down on them. And yet, there was something else too—something he hadn’t seen in a long time. Defiance. A spark of rebellion that shouldn’t have been there. She hadn’t averted her eyes like the other women did. She hadn’t shrunk under the gravity of the situation. She’d stared straight at him, and though fear had danced behind her dark eyes, there was something else there too. A challenge.



Ivan’s jaw tightened as he descended the staircase from his office, each step echoing in the cavernous warehouse. He was a man who prided himself on control, and there was nothing about Katya that suggested control. She was defiant, proud even, despite the fact that her very life was in his hands. It made no sense. In his world, defiance was dangerous. It needed to be quashed. But the more he thought about it, the more that spark intrigued him. He knew, logically, that she needed to be broken, that this defiance would cause trouble if not handled properly. But deep down, another part of him was curious to see how far that spark would burn before it flickered out.



The thought unsettled him, but it didn’t stop his mind from returning to that look in her eyes. It wasn’t just fear or obedience—it was more complex than that. A mixture of anger and survival instinct. He had seen it in men before—never in women. Most of the women who crossed his path either surrendered immediately to his power or attempted to manipulate it for their own gain. But Katya had stood there, meeting his gaze head-on, as if silently daring him to do his worst.



He hated it. But at the same time, he couldn’t stop thinking about it.



Power was what had brought him to this point in his life. Control over his men, control over his operations, control over every inch of the empire he had built here on the West Coast. He had risen through the ranks not just because of his ruthlessness but because of his ability to outthink and outmaneuver everyone around him. Nothing happened in his world without his knowledge or approval, and no one defied him without consequences.



And yet, Katya’s defiance wasn’t an overt challenge. It was something quieter, something more internal. She wasn’t foolish enough to speak out or openly resist him, but there was a fire there. One he had to control.



He hadn’t expected to feel anything about her beyond the usual calculations—debt, power, control. But she was different. And the more he thought about it, the more he realized that sending her to one of his clubs had been too simple a solution. There was no challenge in it, no satisfaction in controlling her from afar. He needed her closer.



Ivan’s grip tightened as he walked, his boots thudding against the concrete floor. This wasn’t about desire, he told himself. This was about power, about strategy. He was head of the Volkov family’s LA operations for a reason—he knew how to read people, how to exploit their weaknesses, how to manipulate situations to his advantage. And Katya... she was a variable he hadn’t accounted for.



Keeping her as a nanny for his children was the best decision. He convinced himself of that. She needed to be broken, and that couldn’t happen if she was working in some club, surrounded by people who might encourage her defiance. No, she needed to be under his roof, under his control, where he could bend her will to his own. It was the only way to ensure that she didn’t become a problem. He would break her spirit personally, watch as that fire in her eyes slowly extinguished, leaving behind only submission.



He told himself it was tactical. Logical. Nothing more than an extension of the control he wielded over every aspect of his life.



But even as he walked through the warehouse, his mind kept returning to her. The way she had looked at him, her dark eyes meeting his without flinching. That moment had stayed with him. Her defiance wasn’t like anything he had encountered before. Other women—those who came through the Bratva’s fold—were either terrified or calculating, trying to use whatever leverage they had to survive. But Katya? She had something else. A fire, a spirit that made him want to crush it, to dominate it completely.



Dangerous thoughts flickered at the edge of his mind, thoughts he wasn’t used to having about women like her. He’d had his share of women—women who had come willingly, some who hadn’t. But none of them lingered in his thoughts the way Katya was now. It unsettled him. He had made a decision to keep her close, but the reasons were becoming more tangled the more he thought about it. Was it really about control? Or was there something else?



Ivan’s jaw tightened as he stepped into the main section of the warehouse, glancing at the men loading crates into a truck. The noise of the operation grounded him, pulling him back from his thoughts. He reminded himself that this was about strategy. Keeping her close was the right decision—she needed to learn her place. And the easiest way to ensure that happened was by watching her every move. He couldn’t afford to have someone like Katya become a threat. She needed to be contained, tamed.



The thought of breaking her spirit sent a surge of satisfaction through him, though he wasn’t sure if it was the idea of control or something darker that stirred within him.



His thoughts briefly wandered to the other nannies who had come and gone in recent months. None of them had lasted long, either too weak to handle the responsibility or too frightened to stay in his presence. And none had left any kind of impression on him. They had been replaceable, like the furniture in his house, useful until they weren’t.



But Katya?



He could already feel her presence clinging to his thoughts. It was irrational, and that irritated him. He prided himself on being a man of control, of discipline. He didn’t let emotion cloud his judgment. And yet... there was something about her that lingered.



His hand clenched into a fist as he crossed the warehouse floor, the memory of her dark eyes flashing in his mind again.



This wasn’t about desire, he reminded himself. It was about dominance. Breaking her would be a test, a challenge. She wouldn’t bend easily, but that made it all the more satisfying. It was a game of power, and Ivan Volkov never lost when it came to power.



The Volkov family had built its reputation on strength, control, and ruthlessness. His cousin Nikolai held New York in a similar grip, and Ivan had made sure the West Coast was no different. He would not be outdone. No one in his world dared defy him—Katya’s father had learned that lesson the hard way.



Ivan paused for a moment, leaning against one of the crates stacked near the loading dock. Katya was her father’s daughter, and that made her a risk. Thievery, betrayal—it ran in her blood, and he couldn’t afford to tolerate it in his home.



But there was something else too. The idea of bending her to his will, of watching that defiance fade into submission, excited him in a way he hadn’t anticipated. The thought of her fire bending—not breaking, but bending—under his control stirred something primal in him.



He wasn’t just thinking about her as an employee, someone to keep in line. It was more than that. It was a power play, a test of wills. And Ivan had every intention of winning.



He stood upright again, straightening his jacket as his eyes swept over the warehouse floor. He would handle Katya like he handled everything else in his life—with precision, with control. She would learn her place, and he would ensure that her fire was extinguished, or at least, brought under his command.



Because in Ivan’s world, there was no room for anything—or anyone—that he couldn’t control.



He made his way back to his office door and paused for a moment, his hand resting on the cool metal of the handle. He had been ready—more than ready—to send her to one of his clubs. It was the easiest solution. She was indebted to him for five years, and he could have made more money off her in the clubs than in any other role. It was a decision he had made hundreds of times before, with women who had entered his world with no options left. It was efficient. It made sense.



But Katya didn’t fit the mold.



Sending her to a club felt like a mistake, and the more he thought about it, the more he knew that mistake could come back to haunt him. That fire in her spirit would burn brighter if left unchecked, and in the environment of his clubs, she could find allies—or worse, she could become a problem. No, she needed to be closer. She needed to be under his thumb, where he could snuff out that fire personally.



The realization settled in his chest like a stone, heavy and final. He wouldn’t send her away. Not yet. She was a risk, but she was also a challenge. And Ivan Volkov never backed down from a challenge.



Katya Sokolov would be broken. He would see to that personally.



He opened the door to his office and stepped inside, the familiar hum of the warehouse fading as the door clicked shut behind him. Ivan knew that Katya would be arriving at his house soon. He would make sure she understood her place, understood the consequences of her father’s actions and what they meant for her future.



Five years. That was how long she owed him.



It wouldn’t take nearly that long to break her.







Chapter 3







The van rumbled to a halt in front of towering wrought iron gates, the sound of the engine cutting through the eerie silence of the night. Katya glanced up from her seat, her eyes widening as she caught her first glimpse of Ivan Volkov’s estate. The sheer size of the mansion beyond the gates was staggering, a sprawling structure that seemed to stretch endlessly across the perfectly manicured grounds. It was unlike anything she had ever seen before, a stark contrast to the world she had left behind in Russia. The van doors creaked open, and Katya stepped out onto the gravel drive, her boots crunching beneath her as she stared in awe at the house before her.



The gates swung open with a slow, deliberate groan, revealing the estate in its full glory. Towering stone walls framed the mansion, which stood like a fortress in the midst of the lush, green lawns. The building’s façade was a blend of modern elegance and old-world charm, its tall windows reflecting the glow of the moonlight. Ornate stonework framed the front entrance, and ivy crawled up the sides of the walls, giving the mansion an almost regal appearance. The air smelled of fresh-cut grass, flowers, and wealth—a scent Katya had never associated with anything in her life.



She swallowed hard, her throat dry as her heart raced in her chest. It was impossible to ignore the stark divide between this world and the one she had come from. She thought of the small apartment she had shared with her mother in Russia, a cramped space filled with second-hand furniture and the scent of cheap food. It had been a modest, simple life—one she had taken for granted. Now, standing in front of this opulent estate, Katya felt a wave of resentment surge through her. None of this was her choice. She didn’t want to be here, indebted to a man like Ivan Volkov, thrust into a life that wasn’t hers.



But here she was, standing before the gates of wealth and power, and there was no escape.



The van door slammed shut behind her, jolting her from her thoughts. She looked over her shoulder to see the driver already pulling away, leaving her standing alone in the driveway. The mansion loomed ahead of her like a beast waiting to swallow her whole. Katya felt a chill creep down her spine. She wasn’t sure if it was from the cool night air or the sense of dread settling in her stomach.



This is your life now, she reminded herself. Whether you like it or not.



As she took a hesitant step forward, her legs felt heavy, as if the weight of her new reality was physically pressing down on her. Only weeks ago, she had been in Russia, dealing with the fallout of her father’s betrayal. It all felt like a blur now—the rushed departure, the journey on the cargo ship, and the suffocating fear that had followed her every step. And now, she was here, standing in front of a mansion that felt more like a prison than a home.



Her heart pounded in her chest as she approached the front door. Every step felt like a journey deeper into a world she didn’t belong to. Katya couldn’t shake the feeling of being out of place, like an intruder in someone else’s life. The luxury around her was overwhelming—the meticulously trimmed hedges, the sparkling fountain at the center of the driveway, and the soft glow of the mansion’s outdoor lights casting everything in a warm, golden hue. It all screamed wealth and privilege, two things she had never known.



She steeled herself as she reached the massive wooden door, her hand trembling slightly as she raised it to knock. Before she could make contact, the door swung open with a quiet creak, revealing an older woman standing on the threshold. The woman was tall and thin, with silver hair pulled back into a tight bun. She wore a crisp, black dress with a white apron tied neatly around her waist, her sharp blue eyes taking in Katya with a quick, assessing glance.



“You must be Katya,” the woman said, her voice brisk but not unkind. “I’m Sofia, the housekeeper.”



Katya nodded, unsure of what to say. Sofia’s presence immediately set the tone of the household—controlled, orderly, and disciplined. There was no warmth in her greeting, no attempt at small talk or reassurance. Everything about her demeanor spoke of efficiency and structure, the kind of environment where mistakes were not tolerated.



“Come in,” Sofia said, stepping aside to allow Katya to enter.



Katya hesitated for a moment, her gaze flicking back to the van that had already disappeared down the long driveway. There was no going back now. She took a deep breath and stepped inside.



The interior of the mansion was even more imposing than the exterior. The floors were made of gleaming marble, the walls adorned with expensive paintings and ornate sconces casting soft light across the space. A grand staircase curved elegantly upward, its bannister polished to a high shine. The air inside was cool and smelled faintly of lavender, a stark contrast to the stifling heat and grime of the cargo ship she had been on only hours ago.



Sofia led her through the foyer without a word, her footsteps echoing loudly in the vast, empty space. Katya followed in silence, her eyes darting around the mansion as they passed through one lavish room after another. The opulence was dizzying. It felt like every inch of the house was designed to display wealth and power, and it made her feel small in comparison.



As they headed through an archway, Sofia stopped and turned to face her. “I’ll show you around the house,” she said, her tone still formal. “You’ll meet the children later. They’re already asleep for the night.”



Katya nodded, biting her lip to keep from asking any questions. She had so many—about the house, about Ivan, about what her role here would truly entail—but she wasn’t sure if Sofia was the right person to ask.



As they started walking, Katya’s mind raced with a hundred different thoughts. She couldn’t believe how much her life had changed in such a short amount of time. Only days ago, she had been in Russia, living a modest life, never imagining that she would end up in a place like this. Now, she was here, in this enormous mansion, bound to a man like Ivan Volkov. The weight of it all pressed down on her, and for a moment, she felt like she might collapse under the pressure.



But she couldn’t. She had to stay strong.



Katya followed Sofia through the expansive halls of the mansion, her footsteps echoing softly against the polished marble floors. The grandeur of the place was overwhelming, every inch of it gleaming with wealth and power. Towering ceilings stretched high above, and each chandelier that hung from them glittered with crystal light, casting a soft glow across the room. The walls were adorned with expensive artwork, the kind that looked as though they belonged in a museum rather than someone's home. Every turn, every corner, screamed of opulence, and it made Katya feel smaller with each passing second.



She tried to stand tall, her back straight and her head held high, but the weight of the luxury around her pressed down on her. This was a world she had never been a part of—a world she had only ever seen from the outside, in movies or magazines. And now, she was walking through it, being led deeper into its heart.



Sofia moved ahead with purpose, her heels clicking sharply against the marble, but Katya’s gaze darted around the mansion, her eyes wide as she took everything in. There was a chill in the air, the kind that only comes from a house this large, where heat seems to disappear into the vastness. The furniture was all dark wood and leather, meticulously placed in every room as if each piece had been selected to exude a sense of authority.



Katya’s stomach twisted in knots. She had never been anywhere like this. The stark contrast between the small, cramped apartment she had shared with her father and this sprawling estate felt like a slap in the face. She remembered the worn-out couch they used to sit on, the tiny kitchen where her father would cook simple meals—nothing at all like the gourmet kitchen she had glimpsed as they passed by. Her mind flitted back to those moments, to the simplicity of her former life, and how everything had changed in a matter of days.



Would she ever feel comfortable here? Or would this mansion always remind her of how out of place she was? It was one thing to be indebted to Ivan Volkov, but to live in his house, to be surrounded by this constant reminder of the world she wasn’t a part of—it was too much. It felt like an invisible barrier, separating her from the people who belonged in this life and reminding her that she was merely passing through.



Sofia led her down a long hallway, the walls lined with ornate sconces that gave off a soft, amber light. Katya glanced at the portraits hanging on the walls, all stern-faced men and women, their eyes seeming to follow her as she walked. The unease that had settled in her stomach grew heavier. She wondered how many people had walked these halls before her, and how many had been discarded by Ivan once their use was over.



As they passed a closed door, Sofia’s voice broke the silence. “That’s Mr. Volkov’s office,” she said, her tone clipped. “You’ll need to stay out of there unless he specifically calls for you.”



Katya nodded, though the idea of being summoned to Ivan’s office made her pulse quicken. She could feel the weight of his presence, even when he wasn’t around. It was as though his power lingered in the air, seeping into every corner of the mansion.



Sofia’s tone was polite but distant, as though she were reciting facts rather than engaging in conversation. “The children have their own playroom down the hall,” she continued. “You’ll be spending most of your time there with them. The library is just past it, though it’s rarely used these days.” There was a note of something—regret, perhaps?—in Sofia’s voice, but Katya wasn’t sure. It could have been nothing, or it could have been the first glimpse of the undercurrents in this household.



She glanced at the closed doors as they passed, wondering what secrets lay behind them. There was an almost oppressive silence in the house, broken only by the occasional creak of the floorboards under Sofia’s steps. It made the mansion feel empty, despite its grandeur, like a hollow shell dressed in finery.



“The house is large, but you’ll find that it’s mostly quiet,” Sofia added as they turned another corner. “The children... well, they keep to themselves more often than not.” She paused briefly, her lips pressing into a thin line. “There haven’t been many nannies who’ve stayed long.”



Katya’s eyebrows lifted at that, but she didn’t press for more information. She had a sinking feeling that she was about to find out why for herself.



As they walked, the halls seemed to stretch on forever, each turn revealing another room that Katya would never have thought to exist in one home. She wondered how someone could even live in a place this large, how it could ever feel like a home rather than a museum. But then again, she reminded herself, this wasn’t just a house. This was Ivan Volkov’s fortress, a testament to his power and dominance. Everything about it screamed control and precision, and she was now a part of it, whether she liked it or not.



By the time they circled back to the grand staircase leading to the upper levels, Katya’s mind was swirling with thoughts. She couldn’t shake the feeling that the house was watching her, testing her. And even though Sofia had said little, there was a sense of foreboding in her words, an unspoken warning that Katya couldn’t quite put her finger on.



As they climbed the stairs, Sofia’s voice softened just slightly. “Mr. Volkov’s room is just ahead. I’ll show you where the children sleep as well, but they’re already in bed for the night. Your room is farther down the hall.”



Katya nodded, grateful for the quiet as they continued down the hall. The house may have been beautiful, but it felt like a gilded cage. And now, she was trapped inside it.



At the end of the hallway, Sofia stopped in front of a door and opened it. “This is your room,” she said, stepping aside to allow Katya to enter.



Katya crossed the threshold and took in her new living space. It was modest compared to the rest of the house, but still far nicer than anything she’d ever had. The bed was large, with a thick comforter neatly folded on top. A small dresser sat against the wall, and there was a window that overlooked the back of the property, where Katya could see the expansive lawn stretching out to a line of trees in the distance. The air in the room smelled faintly of lavender, a scent Katya found oddly calming despite the weight of everything that had happened today.



“It’s... nice,” Katya said, trying to sound grateful, though her mind was racing with everything else.



Sofia gave a brief nod, her face still impassive. “You’ll have privacy here. The children’s rooms are just down the hall,” she said, pointing to a closed door further along the corridor. “Your responsibilities begin in the morning.”



Katya turned toward Sofia, noting the way the older woman’s gaze seemed to soften slightly, as if a more personal conversation was coming. It made her curious—this entire place seemed to operate with such strict formality that any break in that made her feel like there was something more beneath the surface.



“What are they like?” Katya asked, her voice quieter now. “The children, I mean.”



Sofia’s face faltered for a moment, a brief crack in her composed demeanor, before she carefully set Katya’s small bag on the dresser and began folding the few clothes Katya had. “There are two of them,” she said. “A boy and a girl. Kirill is four, and Dasha is six. They are... challenging, to say the least.”
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