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Prologue
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Scarlett Petrova loved the mornings when the air was crisp, and the horizon promised freedom she could almost taste. At twenty-four, she had built her life around small rebellions and quiet joys—the wildflowers she planted behind the estate, the books she devoured late into the night, the laughter of friends who never asked her to compromise herself. Her world was simple, safe, and hers. Or at least, she told herself it was.

She hated being told what to do. Hated the weight of expectation that clung to her like a second skin. Family, society, obligations—they all whispered about duty and tradition, but Scarlett had always believed she could carve her own path. Her heart longed for a love that was free, passionate, and alive—not polite arrangements or polite smiles. She wanted someone who challenged her, ignited her, someone she would choose with every fiber of her being.

Far across the city, Roman Volkov sat in a glass-walled office overlooking a skyline that belonged to him more than anyone else. At twenty-eight, he had learned to command every room he entered, every deal he struck, every life he touched. Power, control, respect—it had been his from birth, sharpened by ruthless training and the careful shaping of a family that demanded perfection. Where Scarlett craved freedom, he craved dominance. Where she dreamed of laughter, he sought strategy. Their worlds were so opposite that if they had ever crossed paths, it would have been a collision.

Roman had little room for tenderness, for whimsy, for the messy indulgences of a life lived for oneself. His pleasures were calculated, his emotions carefully masked, his trust given rarely, if ever. And yet, in the rare moments he allowed himself to look beyond the glass of his empire, there were hints of curiosity—an unspoken question about what it would feel like to live unbound, even for a day. He knew desire, he knew danger, and he knew loyalty, but he had yet to meet anyone who stirred his mind and heart in equal measure.

Scarlett, for all her ideals, had no inkling that her life was about to be swept into a storm she could never foresee. She wandered the gardens of her family estate, brushing her fingers along the petals of morning blooms, thinking about love, freedom, and the life she had always imagined. She had no knowledge of contracts, alliances, or the shadowed world of Roman Volkov, and yet, the stories she had heard—the hushed warnings, the rumors of power and danger—would one day collide with her reality in ways she could not anticipate.

Roman, meanwhile, reviewed figures, messages, and intelligence in his office, unaware of the threads that fate was quietly weaving. He did not know the name Scarlett Petrova, but she was already becoming part of the pattern he had yet to see. In the careful maps of his empire, there were blind spots, gaps that even he could not control. One day, she would appear in one of those spaces, and everything he believed about control, strategy, and power would be tested in ways he could not prepare for.

In this world of contrasts—light and shadow, freedom and control, fire and ice—Scarlett and Roman lived separate lives. One dreamed of laughter and love unbound, the other ruled a kingdom built on fear and precision. One chased possibilities; the other commanded them. Yet destiny, silent and patient, was already nudging them closer, setting the pieces in place for a collision that neither of them could see coming.

And though neither of them knew it yet, the lives they led—the choices they would make, the desires they held, the walls they built—were all leading to a single, inevitable intersection. When the world finally forced them together, it would be nothing short of a storm.

Until then, Scarlett wandered her gardens, and Roman walked his empire, two souls unaware of the chains fate was beginning to fasten. And yet, the tension of their worlds, the sparks of what was to come, hung in the air like a quiet promise: everything was about to change.
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1 || a false sense of freedom.
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Scarlett

I sit locked in my room again, I count the seconds until I can taste the freedom-even if freedom means slipping past the servants unnoticed.

I’m 24 and still not allowed to leave the house let alone my bedroom without permission, I’m not allowed to go downstairs and get a glass of water without asking my father’s permission.

I’m allowed to sit here and stare out the window until I die of boredom and maybe then will my father unlock my doors long enough to let me escape, only problem is then I’d be dead.

I’ve never been anywhere outside of the walls of the mansion, I’ve never went to school, I’ve never been to the park, I’ve never been on the front porch.

I was homeschooled, I had tutors and teachers come to the house to teach me, I’ve never interacted with anyone my age, I just sit around all day watching tv and reading romance books to pass the time.

I can only dream of living a life before I die, I don’t even want much out of life, I just want to fall in love, get married and have freedom, I want to be able to walk outside to grab the mail or order food and get it from the porch.

I know it’s unrealistic of me but I have to have hopes or dreams, because without them I have nothing.

The creaking of my door startles me. It’s being opened, I stand up off of my window seat and make my way to the door but am rudely pushed back my brother who’s coming in and closing the door behind him.

All the hope I managed to gather in those ten seconds flushed down the drain. I sit back down not wanting to speak with him. He only ever comes to tell me bad news.

Once I was locked in my room for a week and the only person that came to see me was Adrian, I thought he was coming to keep me company or be my brother or something but he told me our dad said I had to be kept in here for another few weeks.

My brother and dad are apart of casa petrova which is our family’s mafia, I don’t care to discuss mafia business with them because I want no part in it.

I can’t understand how they kill people for a living. I understand they say they only kill people who wrong them but no one forced them to join a mafia they chose that life.

I on the other hand choose not to be apart of it- any of it, I don’t wish to know anything and I definitely don’t wish to see anything. I love my dad and brother but I can admit that’s not the life for me.

“Father wants to see you in his office” he says, he sounds so formal when he’s talking to me, I’m his little sister not his client and still I get treated like a random person who’s trust he needs to earn.

“Why?” I ask and he says nothing, I know he won’t tell me but it’s worth a try. “I’ll be down in a minute.” I say but he’s not going for it.

“No you’ll come now.” He demands and I don’t argue, I just accept my fate and walk behind him as he escorts me to my father’s office because I’m so incapable of walking myself.

The dust gold doors push opened and my father spins around in his chair to face us, he nods at Adrian signaling that it’s okay for him to leave so he can talk to me and Adrian does exactly that.

He closes the door behind himself and I sit in a chair across from my dad’s. He has a bunch of papers and contracts drawn up on his desk In messy piles.

He sits in his chair for a long while just looking-inspecting- me, before he finally speaks, “this family has done allot of hard labor through out the years don’t you think?” he starts.

I can already tell this is an unusual conversation but I have no choice but to see it through, or I can go back to the pits of loneliness that is my bedroom. So I just nod a yes.

“I’m glad we’re on the same page then, it’s your turn to contribute to this family” he says and I just quietly listen. No facial expressions, no thoughts, just the intent to listen.

“Contribute how?” I ask cautiously, my mom always told me not to ask questions I didn’t want the answer to but I’ve always been a curiosity little girl so I can’t help it.

He grins and fumbles around until he finds a paper he’s looking for.

“Roman volkov, head of casa volkov and your husband to be” he says a just blink trying to process if I just hear that correctly.

“Husband?” I repeat trying to make sense of the sentence that just flew from my father’s mouth.

“That is what I said yes, husband.”

Even the biggest idiot in the world has heard of Roman Volkov, he’s the ruthless and most voile t mafia boss there is.

Casa volkov is casa petrovas biggest competition, his people have killed a lot of our people (by our I mean theirs and mine by association) and casa petrova had retaliated for years but it’s not enough.

My father always has to be the one to take the extra step, if I know anything about the kind of world I live in it’s people like Roman don’t get married without a reason.

Arranged marriages aren’t uncommon when you’re involved with the mafia in some way so I shouldn’t be surprised that this is even a conversation.

My mom and dad were an arranged marriage that worked out before she-

I can’t think about her right now.

“Who’s to say he wants to marry me” I say and my father sighs like he’s growing tired of this conversation.

“It’s already a done deal Cara Mia, Roman volkov will be your husband.” He says and again I just accept my fate.

I don’t cry, he was waiting for some kind of reaction that he wouldn’t get, I don’t protest or question it any further, I simply say ‘okay’ and remove myself from the room.

Adrian was waiting outside the door for me and the walk back to my jail cell was quiet. My father wanted to marry me off to a man who doesn’t care about anything but his mafia.

I want to marry for love not because my father thought it would be a good idea, I don’t ask why I have to marry and I don’t say I don’t want to or I’m not going to because I know if he wants it to happen it will.

He will make sure I marry Roman volkov whatever the reason is.

Adrian just follows him blindly, not caring who he has to step on in the process, he is casa petrova underboss, if something were to happen to my dad or he were to retire Adrian would step in as the head.

That’s all he wants in life, having your biggest dream be wanting to be the head of a mafia is sad to me, he could have big dreams and instead he wants to ruin his life.

I can never understand this life and I never want to. “How you feeling” he says finally deciding to break the silence.

I look over at him, he’s not the type to ask how was your day or how your feeling, he’s a get straight to the point kind of guy. “Like I just got hit by a truck that keeps running me over” I say.

Adrian is not married, he had an arranged marriage but he found a way out of that by saying it would be a distraction to him and one thing my dad hates more than disobedience is a distraction.

We get to the threshold of my room and we stop infront of the door, “I’m sorry this is happening to you if that counts for anything” he says.

“Thanks” I say and he just gives me a sympathetic nod before walking away, I walk into my bedroom and lie down on the bed when a maid enters the room. “Miss petrova, your father has instructed me to give you this letter when you were back” Darcy says taking an envelope off of the gold tray in her hand.

“Thank you Darcy, I’ll be sure to trash it” I say and she shakes her head vigorously. “I’m sorry ma’am but your father has instructed I watch you read it, it’s important. She says and I cast a glance at her.

“Fine” I say slicing the letter opened, she stood at an arms length giving me room to read it.

My darling Scarlett,

I know you may not be happy with the marriage prospect I have picked out for you so I’m sure you’d be glad to know there’s a way out, I suspect roman volkov is involved in a lot of backhanded shady business, all you have to do is marry him long enough to find a blue file in his house and bring it to me so I can kill him, once you do so I will give you the freedom you’ve always wanted. Think about it.

My shock kept rising with each word, my own father wants me to fuck over the biggest mafia leader ever? Does he want me to die.

But he did offer me my freedom, I could finally find a way out of this life, this room, this family, all of it, I could finally be free to go where ever I want and do whatever I want.

But then again, I’d be stupid to think I could cross Roman volkov and live to tell the story because so far, no one else has.
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Scarlett

Sometimes in life you have to learn the hard way that you are your biggest ally.

I didn’t learn that until my father told me he was giving me to the most dangerous man in the city (or so I’ve heard) nevertheless he’s giving me away.

Day in and night out, that’s all I know, watching tv alone in my bedroom, that’s all I know, reading books on my window seat while occasionally looking at the view of the city, that’s all I know.

Getting married to a man I don’t know and I’m sure will hate me just like everyone else, I don’t know that. It’s new to me.

I’ve held on to fathers letter since the day I read it, I don’t know what to do with it, I’ve decided I’m not going to do it, no matter how much I want freedom I can’t have that if I’m dead and that’s exactly what I will be if I do it.

If I have to marry, fine, but I will not risk my life in the process.

I’ve been out of my room twice this week, once for the impromptu meeting my father had with me and the second is to get my wedding dress fitted.

I don’t even get to chose it. My husband to be already picked one out for me. As if a wedding I don’t want wasn’t enough I have to have this ugly ass dress i hate.

I’ve always imagined my wedding dress down to the tiniest detail - not because I’m obsessed with fairytales, but because that dress has always been the one thing I let myself dream about. It’s big - not just big, but breathtakingly full, the kind of gown that seems to float when I move.

Layers of lace and tulle, soft as a sigh, cascading outward in a sea of white so rich it almost glows. The lace isn’t plain, either - it’s ornate and repeating, a delicate pattern of flowers and vines that curl across the fabric like they’re alive, wrapping me in something both fragile and timeless.

The bodice would be fitted, hugging my waist and shaping every line before the skirt spills out like a cloud. I’ve always loved sweetheart necklines- there’s something about the way they cradle the collarbones and frame the chest that feels soft, feminine, and just a little daring.

And there’d be gold- just a touch, threaded through the lace, catching the light every time I moved. Not bright, not flashy - just a whisper of warmth against the white, enough to make me feel like I belong in a storybook.

In my head, the back dips low, lined with a row of tiny pearl buttons, and the train trails behind me in quiet defiance of gravity, as if it knows it was made to command attention. When I picture it, I can almost feel the weight of it - the tug of lace, the faint rustle of fabric when I breathe, the shimmer of gold thread glinting like sunlight through snow.

It’s not just a dress to me. It’s the version of myself I’ve always wanted to see - the girl who gets to be radiant, soft, and powerful all at once. The girl who walks into a room, and for just one heartbeat, the world goes still.

If my dream dress was sunlight and lace, this one is everything but. It’s heavy - stiff satin instead of tulle, all structure and no softness. The skirt doesn’t flow; it flares out sharply, every fold crisp, unnatural, like it was sculpted instead of sewn. There’s no warmth to it, no gold shimmer, no softness. Just cold, sterile white, so polished it almost feels metallic under the lights.

The bodice feels suffocating, boned so tightly I can barely breathe. The neckline cuts straight across, high and severe, leaving no trace of romance or grace - just clean lines and sharp edges. It’s elegant in the way a marble statue is elegant: beautiful, but lifeless. Even the lace - what little there is - feels wrong. The pattern is too geometric, too perfect, without the curling vines or delicate blooms that I always imagined. It’s like someone took the idea of a wedding and stripped away every piece of softness until only expectation was left.

There’s no gold here. No hint of warmth. Just a sheen of silver thread that catches the light like ice, and the faint glimmer of crystals that sparkle too harshly, too precise. The train is long, yes, but it drags instead of floating - it doesn’t feel like it belongs to me.

I catch my reflection and almost don’t recognize the woman staring back. She looks regal, maybe. Expensive. Controlled. But not me. Not the girl who dreamed of lace and sunlight and gold. This dress feels like armor, not magic - a gown made for display, not love.

And that’s all I will be after I Marry, a wife of display, eye candy for world to see.

“Is this dress beautiful or what?” The seamstress says standing behind me with her needle and clips.

“It’s something” I say looking at myself in the mirror, I can see a hint of guilt in her face as she glances up at me. Everyone in my father and brothers circle knew about the marriage at this point.

It’s been a week, they’ve just yet to announce it to the world, probably because this marriage would shake the grounds these people walk on.

It means more to them than it does to me. To me it’s a marriage I’m forced into to be my family’s peace maker whether I want to or not. To them it’s the start of a new aliance.

Casa volkov and casa petrova will be bound by marriage and my father gains more power than he needs.

I don’t know what Roman volkov is getting from this deal, everyone knows he has more money, more resources, more everything so why am I needed.

“All done miss Scarlett” madam Rossi says as she starts to pack up her things. “You may go get changed” she says and I step off pedestal.

Once I’m changed i take the opportunity to leave before I’m noticed and escorted back to my room.

The seamstress madam Rossi brings everything to me because I’m not allowed to leave the house.

She sets up in the living room and I sneak off, my hand make violet catches up to me, she’s been my hand maid for years but I just see her as my friend.

Technically I said I didn’t have friends but violet doesn’t count seeing as I know her because she works for me.

She’s 22 and has been working for me since she was 15, my father wouldn’t let me choose someone older, in the beginning I didn’t want violet.

She was a child and I didn’t want her to have to be involved with my family but my father made her stay in order to pay off her mother’s debt.

Her mother was my old hand maid from 1-16 but when she died she was in debt with my father and being the cruel man he is he mad her underaged daughter work for him and take over where he mother left off.

Violet never hated me for it or even looked at me differently she simply accepted her fate and didn’t argue.

“Where are we going” she says walking with me side by side.

“Anywhere, do you believe i don’t even know what the kitchen looks like or where it is.” I say and she just shakes her head sympathetic.

“Follow me” she says grabbing my hand and we run in the empty halls towards two huge white double doors, the smell coming from behind them is incredible. She’s about to open them when I stop her.

“They work for my dad, what if they tell him I’m not in my room” I say, worry creeping up on me, she just smiles and opens the door.

She’s greets each cook and maid as we pass by them. “No one likes your dad, no offense” she says and I wave it off.

We go to the back of the kitchen where the cooks are preparing meals, we just go around tasting everything and the cooks don’t mind at all.

It was the most fun I’ve ever had until it was ruined. The kitchen doors burst opened and in walked Adrian and his security guards. We duck behind the counters. “Go” I say biding violet so she can leave.

She’d get into way more trouble than me for this and i don’t want her to get into any at all. “I’m not leaving you Scarlett” she protests but I just keep pushing her until she goes around the counter.

Once she’s away I stand up and Adrian locks eyes with me, his fuming with rage mine rolling in annoyance.

No doubt he’s here because I’m missing. “You’re not supposed to be in here” he says grabbing my arm and pulling me towards the doors.

“It’s the kitchen Adrian I’m not trying to escape” I say and he ignores me all the way up to my room.

“You have direct orders if you can’t follow you won’t be allowed out of your room at all” he says closing my door in my face. I hear the lock click on the other side and I go to my window seat with the view of the city and just look out of the window.

I didn’t do anything to deserve this kind of treatment, if mom were here she wouldn’t let them do this to me.
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Scarlett

If there was a single room on earth I wanted to set on fire, it was this one.

It wasn’t even the smell of cigars or the tension thick enough to choke on-it was the silence. That careful, deliberate kind of silence that powerful men used when they thought it made them sound important.

My father sat at the head of the long glass table, his gold watch catching the light every time he shifted. I sat beside him, crossing my legs, pretending not to care that my fate was apparently being discussed like it was a business merger.

The door opened.

Roman Volkov walked in.

He wasn’t what I expected. Not the gray-haired, cigar-smoking caricature of a mob boss I’d pictured. No, Roman was... younger. Late twenties maybe, early thirties. All sharp lines and composure, dark suit pressed to perfection, posture that said he didn’t need to raise his voice to make people listen.

And just like that, I hated him more.

He shook my father’s hand first, his grip firm, his tone polite but detached.

“Mr. Petrova,” he said. “Let’s keep this quick.”

No hello. No glance in my direction.

Typical.

They sat across from each other, both pretending this was about business. I stayed quiet, watching the exchange like a spectator at my own auction.

“This agreement,” my father began, his voice steady but too eager, “will ensure stability between our families.”

“Stability,” Roman repeated flatly. “That’s one word for it.”

He opened a folder, scanning the documents as though they were more interesting than the people in the room. The confidence in his stillness annoyed me-like he’d already decided the outcome and the rest of us were just catching up.

When my father finally gestured to me, Roman’s gaze followed.

“This is my daughter, Scarlett.”

Roman’s eyes met mine. Gray. Cold. Focused. He didn’t look surprised or curious-just analytical, like he was assessing something he might buy but didn’t need.

“Miss Petrova,” he said evenly, inclining his head once.

“Mr. Volkov,” I answered, just as calm. “You can call me Scarlett. Most people do when they’re not trying to sign my life away.”

My father coughed, the kind of cough that meant shut up before I do something you’ll regret.

Roman didn’t flinch. If anything, the faintest curve ghosted at the corner of his mouth-more a thought than a smile. “I can see where you get your... charm.”

“Good genes,” I said. “Unfortunately paired with a terrible sense of self-preservation.”

The room went quiet again. I could feel my father’s glare burning into the side of my face. Roman looked back to him, not me.

“Is this how she usually behaves?” he asked casually, like he was discussing the weather.

“She can be outspoken,” my father said quickly.

Roman turned back to me, eyes steady. “Will that be a problem?”

“Depends,” I said, leaning forward slightly. “Are you planning to treat me like a wife or a contract term?”

That earned me a look. Not anger exactly-just a flicker of surprise, quickly masked. “A fair question,” he said slowly. “I suppose that depends on how you define either.”

“Pretty sure both involve consent,” I muttered.

My father’s hand hit the table lightly, a warning. “Scarlett.”

Roman exhaled softly, almost a sigh. “She’ll adapt.”

“Oh, don’t sound so confident,” I said. “People have been trying to make me ‘adapt’ since I was twelve. It hasn’t worked yet.”

That time, the ghost of amusement flickered in his eyes. Just for a second. Then it was gone, replaced by that same cold composure. He slid the papers across the table toward my father.

“Sign them,” he said.

My father did without hesitation, pen scratching against paper. Roman signed after, his signature smooth, deliberate, final.

He stood. “We’ll handle the rest privately. My assistant will be in touch.”

Finally, he looked at me again. “You’ll be moving soon, Miss Petrova. I hope you travel light.”

I tilted my head, meeting his stare. “Don’t worry. I wasn’t planning on bringing my enthusiasm.”

For the first time, he almost smiled. Not much-just a fraction of one, like I’d said something he didn’t expect. Then he turned, leaving as quietly as he’d arrived.

The door closed.

The silence left behind was worse than before.

My father rubbed a hand over his face. “You had to push him, didn’t you?”

“I didn’t push him,” I said, leaning back in my chair. “I just reminded him I’m a person, not a line item.”

“You could’ve shown some respect.”

I gave him a tight smile. “Funny. I thought respect had to be earned.”

He didn’t answer. The look he gave me said enough.

As he gathered the papers, I glanced at the empty doorway Roman had walked through.

He hadn’t yelled. He hadn’t threatened.

But somehow, that calm, calculated quiet of his felt more dangerous than any gun my father had ever carried.

I can understand why my father wants me to marry him. I don’t like the reason and I don’t think it’s necessary but a man like him loves power and he’d sell his daughter to get more.

I just don’t understand why I can’t leave the house, the conference room is in our house, it’s gotten to the point where I don’t know if I can stand it anymore.

We couldn’t leave and meet somewhere public or anything, we have to stay here because my father won’t let me leave.

.....

The knock on my door wasn’t polite. It was firm, businesslike, and exactly the way Adrian always knocked when he didn’t want to waste time.

“Come in,” I called, bracing myself.

The door clicked open, and there he was. Adrian Petrova. Broad shoulders, hands that looked like they’d broken more things than I could count, and the kind of expression that made me want to roll my eyes before he even spoke.

“You’re leaving in two weeks,” he said flatly, closing the door behind him.

“Thanks, Captain Obvious,” I muttered, shifting on the bed. “I’d almost forgotten someone decided to hand me over to Roman Volkov.”

He ignored the jab. “You need to start packing. Clothes, essentials... don’t forget your things. Two weeks is nothing.”

“Wow, thanks for the pep talk,” I said, leaning back and crossing my arms. “Seriously, how do you always make prison sound like a vacation?”

He raised an eyebrow. “I’m just stating facts.”

“Facts. Got it. I’ll get right on it, oh helpful brother of mine,” I said, voice dripping with sarcasm.

He didn’t smile. Which I actually appreciated. Sometimes the little cracks in his armor were worse than anything else. “Listen,” he said quietly, leaning against the doorframe, “I know you don’t like the family business. You’ve always hated it. I think... this is wrong. But there’s nothing I can do. Nothing.”

I blinked. For a second, I saw the real Adrian-the one under all the weapons, the guns, the control. The one who probably did care, even if he rarely showed it.

“Yeah,” I said softly, surprising even myself. “I know. Doesn’t make it suck any less.”

He glanced at me, then away. “I’m... sorry. For what it’s worth. I wish-”

I cut him off, smirking despite the lump in my throat. “Adrian, it’s fine. You can’t exactly pick up a mafia marriage and throw it back at father.”

He allowed a small sigh, just enough for me to notice. “Still... you’re smart, sarcastic, and stubborn. You’ll survive this. Maybe better than I would.”

I laughed, short and dry. “High praise from my chain-smoking, gun-wielding big brother. I’ll cherish it forever.”

For a beat, we just looked at each other. No teasing, no sarcasm, no weapons. Just two siblings who knew the rules of a life neither of us wanted, stuck in the same house.

Then he nodded, the moment passing as quickly as it came. “Start packing,” he said. “I’ll... check on you later. Make sure you don’t burn anything down.”

“Gee, thanks for the vote of confidence,” I muttered, but the corner of my mouth quirked into a grin.

He turned and left, and the door clicked shut behind him.

I sat there for a moment, staring at the wall, and allowed myself a tiny smile.

Adrian couldn’t fix this, couldn’t stop it, couldn’t make it fair.

But at least... he cared. In his own terrible, brooding way, he cared.

No

I was sitting on my bed, arms crossed, pretending to read, when a soft knock at the door made me look up.

“Scarlett! Are you in there?”

“Where else would I be ?” I muttered. “Outside?”

Violet slipped inside, grinning from ear to ear. She shut the door behind her and practically bounced onto the edge of the bed. Seven years of being my maid and friend, and she still had the uncanny ability to make herself feel like the only person in the room.

“I have good news!” she whispered, leaning close.

I raised an eyebrow. “Good news? From my father’s house? I must be hallucinating.”

“No hallucination,” she said. “Your Father said... when you marry Roman volkov and move into his place, I can go with you. I can continue being your maid, officially.”

I blinked. “Wait... what?”

“Yes! You heard me right,” she said, almost bouncing in excitement. “I get to come with you. Pack, unpack, clean, fetch snacks, prevent the disaster that is Scarlett Petrova from setting anything on fire... you name it, I’ll be there.”

I couldn’t help the small laugh that escaped me. “Finally. My only lifeline in the world is allowed to come with me. Guess I won’t be completely trapped in a stranger’s house, then.”

Violet nodded, smirking. “Exactly. You still have me. I’ll make sure you don’t starve, get kidnapped, or accidentally negotiate with Roman Volkov like it’s a boardroom deal.”

I shook my head, grinning despite myself. “Thank goodness. If anything, I’ll survive this whole ordeal just to have you around. That, and cake. Lots of cake.”

“Cake is a given,” she said with a wink. “Now, get some rest. You’ve got two weeks to prepare, and I’m going to make sure you don’t go insane before the big day.”

I leaned back against the pillows, letting a small sense of relief settle in. I wasn’t happy about moving in with Roman, not even close, but at least there was one constant I could rely on.

Violet was going to be there. And that made all the difference.
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Roman

The warehouse was quiet, too quiet.

I let my men file in behind me, boots echoing against the concrete floor. The smell of oil and rust hung in the air, mingling with the faint metallic tang of blood from the man tied to the chair at the center. He was still young, maybe late twenties, and arrogant enough to think crossing me wouldn’t matter.

“Roman,” one of my lieutenants said, voice low, almost reverent. “Everyone’s here.”

Good. Let them watch. They weren’t just witnesses-they were students. Loyalty and fear were the currency of this world. Those who understood that thrived. Those who didn’t... ended up like him.

I stopped a few feet from the chair. The man looked up at me, defiance-or maybe stupidity-in his eyes.

“Scared?” I asked.

He shook his head, slow, deliberate. “No.”

The room went still. My men froze mid-breath. Even the air seemed to tighten around us.

I let the silence stretch. Let the arrogance sink in. Let it die.

“No?” I repeated, tone calm, precise. “You’re not afraid?”

“No,” he said again, voice firmer this time. A small smirk tried to form.

I didn’t move. Didn’t flinch. Didn’t raise my voice. That wasn’t necessary. I reached for the gun at my side.

“Then you’ll die knowing exactly why people fear me,” I said quietly.

And just like that, it was over. The shot rang out, echoing in the cavernous space. He slumped forward, lifeless, his defiance snuffed in a heartbeat.

I holstered the gun and surveyed the room. My men were pale, some shaking slightly, all silent. Not one of them doubted the lesson. This wasn’t murder. It was an example. A demonstration.

I stepped closer to the body and looked down at him. “Fear isn’t weakness,” I said, voice low, almost conversational. “It’s intelligence. It’s survival. And you... weren’t smart.”

One of the younger soldiers swallowed hard. “Sir... what if someone... doesn’t fear you?”

I fixed him with a look sharp enough to cut glass. “Then they become the example.”

Another man dared to speak. “But sir... some people... they think your reputation is just... talk.”

I walked slowly toward him, measured, deliberate. “Talk?” I echoed. “Every word you’ve heard about me? Every story? Every warning? All of it is backed up by what you just witnessed. Fear isn’t given freely. It’s earned. And it is enforced. Without hesitation.”

The men shifted uneasily. I could see the realization in their eyes-understanding, finally, that I didn’t negotiate fear. I commanded it. Anyone who thought themselves untouchable now knew exactly where they stood.

I turned back to the lifeless man. “He thought courage meant defiance. He thought arrogance would protect him. Neither did.”

A lieutenant spoke again, voice quieter this time. “And those who do fear you, sir?”

I smiled faintly-just enough to be a threat. “Those who fear me live. They prosper. They follow orders. They know their place. They survive.”

I glanced around the room, eyes sweeping over every face, letting the lesson sink in. Some nodded, some paled, some couldn’t stop trembling. Good. Fear should be visible. Respect should be earned. Loyalty should be absolute.

I gestured toward the exit. “Clean it up. Make sure the story of today spreads. Everyone in this city will know what happens when someone thinks they’re untouchable.”

The men moved quickly, quietly. One dared to look back at me as they filed out, eyes wide.

I remained in the center of the warehouse for a long moment, staring at the body. Power wasn’t about wealth, influence, or even men. Power was control. Control over life, control over fear, control over the choices of everyone who thought themselves free.

Outside, the night was alive with the distant hum of the city, unaware of the lesson delivered tonight. But everyone in that room would remember it. Everyone in my family, my crew, my city would remember it.

And anyone who doubted me would meet the same fate.

Because in my world... fear was law. And I was its executioner.

....

The low hum of the underground bar was familiar. Dim lights, cracked leather seats, the faint smell of smoke and spilled liquor-it was chaos with a rhythm I could read. The kind of place where rules existed only in the unspoken way a predator reads its territory.

Dominic was already at the bar, bourbon in hand, leaning back like he owned the worn stool. He looked up when I slid onto mine, the easy grin on his face contrasting sharply with the tension I carried in my bones.

“You’re late,” he said casually, voice steady but eyes sharp.

“Business,” I replied, voice flat. My hand brushed my glass as the bartender poured another drink. “Nothing you’d want to be involved in.”

Dom tilted his head. “Heard about your demonstration today.” He didn’t need to clarify. In our world, everyone knew what “demonstration” meant.

I didn’t flinch, didn’t smirk, didn’t betray any emotion. I lifted the glass and sipped slowly. “I made an example. It’s necessary.”

“Yeah,” Dom said, swirling his bourbon, “but most guys... even the coldest... hesitate. Not you. You just-did it. Straightforward. Calm. Efficient. No theatrics.”

I set the glass down, letting the silence stretch. “Hesitation is weakness. People testing boundaries is dangerous. That man had no fear. That mistake could have cost me more than just him. I couldn’t allow it.”

Dom leaned in slightly, studying me with that mix of awe and easy familiarity that only comes from years of shared history. “Ever think about why people fear you so much? Not just respect. Fear. The way you do business... it’s like breathing. Everyone knows crossing you isn’t an option.”

“Fear is survival,” I said quietly. “Without it, people start thinking rules don’t apply to them. If rules don’t apply... they die. Or worse, they make others die. I don’t leave room for mistakes.”

Dom smirked. “You’re terrifying, you know that? And yet... here we are, drinking side by side like nothing happened.”

I didn’t smile. I never smiled. But with Dom, it wasn’t distance or coldness. It was trust. Loyalty is rare. It’s earned. And Dom had earned mine decades ago.

“Ever tire of it?” he asked, voice quieter now, thoughtful. “All the cleaning up, showing people the cost of crossing you... the constant game of reminding everyone who’s in charge?”

I leaned back slightly, gaze scanning the bar, the crowd, noting every movement and face. “Control isn’t optional. Power isn’t optional. If I let myself tire, if I let weakness creep in... the empire falls apart. People die. I can’t afford fatigue.”

Dom nodded, finishing his drink. “Makes sense. But damn... you’re a monster, Roman. The kind people whisper about. And yet... you’re my monster. I respect that.”

“I respect loyalty,” I said simply. “Not courage, not bravado, not defiance. Loyalty. That’s why you’re here.”

“Good to know,” he said, raising his glass. “To the monsters who keep the city from tearing itself apart.”

I tapped my glass against his. “To loyalty. And fear.”

We drank in silence after that, letting the moment exist without words. Around us, the underground bar moved on, a world of thieves, misfits, and lowlifes. None of them mattered. They weren’t part of my world, not really. They were shadows, echoes, reminders of what I protected and ruled.

Dom leaned back, quieter now, his tone almost curious. “Do you ever... think about the people you make examples of? About how it changes them? The ones who survive, or the ones who watch?”

I didn’t answer immediately. My gaze settled on the amber liquid in my glass. “They remember. That’s enough. Fear is a language. And I speak it fluently. Those who listen... live. Those who don’t... they die. That’s all they need to know.”

He let that sink in. “You know... you’re the only guy I’d ever want in this world doing it. No one else could.”

I glanced at him, steady, unflinching. “I do it because I must. Not for respect, not for admiration. For control. For survival. For my world.”

The bartender refilled our glasses, indifferent. The city outside throbbed with life and chaos. And here we were, two men sitting in a bar beneath it all, shielded by distance, by loyalty, by years of knowing each other.

I lifted my glass in a silent toast to the night. To the empire. To loyalty. To fear.

And for a few hours, the world outside could wait.

.....

The drive back was quiet. The city lights streaked past the tinted windows, but I barely registered them. My mind was already in the house, running through every detail, every potential breach, every failure I could not afford.

The gates swung open before I reached them, the motion sensors and cameras doing exactly what they were designed to do. I noted the angle of the lights, the absence of movement where there shouldn’t be any. Everything was in order.

My men fell into their positions automatically, surrounding the car as I stepped out. Boots hitting the marble with soft precision, weapons visible enough to remind any onlooker that trespass was not an option. I acknowledged them with a glance, no words needed. Their silence told me they understood.

The front doors opened automatically, and I entered. The house smelled of polished wood and faintly of jasmine from the foyer’s diffuser. I paused, scanning. Not a footstep out of place. Every vase, every painting, every decorative line where light met shadow-exactly as it should be.

I walked slowly, deliberately, noting every corner, every reflection. My hand traced the edge of a banister, checking for dust or fingerprints. None. Good.

“Mr. Volkov,” Ms. Rita said softly from the kitchen doorway. Her hair was silver, her back slightly bent with age, but her eyes were sharp. She nodded at me, offering no unnecessary words.

“Evening,” I said, voice flat. Not warmth, just acknowledgment. She returned the nod and continued arranging the silverware for tomorrow, undisturbed by my presence.

I moved to the security console in the small control room off the foyer. Cameras, sensors, alarms-I ran through each with precise scrutiny, watching shadows shift on multiple screens. No anomalies. No unaccounted movements. All personnel logged in, all doors locked, all protocols followed.

One of the younger guards stepped forward, posture stiff. “Sir, perimeter sweep complete. Nothing out of place.”

I didn’t smile. I didn’t need to. “Good. Stay alert. Don’t relax.”

He nodded, returning to his post, eyes flicking to me briefly, knowing better than to ask for clarification.

I continued my rounds. Kitchen, dining, library, study-each room I entered, each angle I checked, every reflection in every mirror noted. Furniture untouched, silver polished, paintings unshifted. Everything in order. Everything controlled.

Ms. Rita emerged again as I passed the grand staircase. She was folding a towel, hands precise and practiced. I glanced at her briefly. She glanced back. Just a look-no words, no explanation. It was enough.

I finished my inspection in the main hall, tracing my eyes along the windows, the shadows outside, the slight movements of branches against the façade. I didn’t breathe a word of concern, didn’t call anyone over, but the awareness was there, constant. Nothing left unchecked.

Finally, I returned to my office. The room smelled faintly of old leather and cedar, my desk perfectly aligned, contracts stacked neatly. I poured a glass of whiskey, neat, and lifted it to my lips.

The house was still intact. My men had done their jobs. My world remained under control.

And for now, that was enough.
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5 || the outside world.
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Scarlett

I hadn’t realized how quiet the house could feel before everything changed. And then Father’s announcement hit the world like a hammer.

“You will attend the patrons ball tonight on Roman Volkov’s arm,” he said, voice flat, eyes sharp. “You are to behave. Any sign of disobedience and you will remain in your room until the wedding.”

I blinked. Stared at the wall. Processed that... somehow.

“Wait.” I swallowed hard. “Attend? Like... leave the house? Really?”

“Yes,” Father said, turning back to his papers as if I hadn’t spoken. “Everything has been arranged.”

I sank into the nearest chair, my stomach twisting. Leave the house. For the first time. On the arm of Roman Volkov. With people watching.My mind refused to picture it.

Violet appeared in my room before I could even stand up. She had a soft smile, but I could tell she already knew how I’d react. “Miss Scarlett,” she said carefully, holding a box. “Tonight’s... wardrobe. And other things.”

I stared at her. “Other things? Like what? A sword?”

“No,” Violet said, rolling her eyes, “like shoes, gloves, jewelry... things that make you look acceptable for leaving your cage for the first time.”

I groaned. “This is absurd. I’ve lived my entire life in this house and now suddenly I’m expected to survive in the real world? And I’m supposed to look good doing it?”

Violet laughed softly. “Exactly. Now, sit still. We have work to do. Hair first.”

I perched on the edge of the bed, fidgeting like I hadn’t done since I was a child. Every movement made me conscious of how exposed I felt. This was new. Terrifying. Exciting in a way I hated admitting.

Violet pinned my hair up, one careful twist at a time. She talked quietly the whole time. “You’ll be fine. Just remember what we practiced: shoulders back, head high, smile. Observe, listen. Stay close to Roman. Do not panic.”

“I’m already panicking,” I muttered.

“Good,” she said, finally stepping back. “A little fear keeps you alert. You’ll need it tonight.”

Then came the dress. Emerald green. I froze, staring at it like it was a living thing. Diamonds glittered at the neckline, and I couldn’t stop my fingers from tracing the fabric.

“I... I don’t know if I can do this,” I admitted, voice small.

“You can,” Violet said, slipping the dress over my shoulders. “You’ll survive. We just have to make sure Roman doesn’t get... distracted by anything. Or anyone.”

I swallowed, nervous. The thought of leaving, of walking into a world I had never known, felt heavier than the dress itself. My hands shook as I fastened the last clasp. Emerald green, diamonds, poised. Ready... and terrified.

Violet smiled gently. “This is your first step outside. You’re going to learn something tonight. You’ll see the world isn’t just locked behind these walls.”

I glanced at my reflection, heart hammering. “I hope so. Because if I trip on the first step out the door, I’ll never forgive myself.”

“Don’t trip,” Violet said lightly, though her eyes held concern. “Not tonight. Not when the whole world-or at least Roman’s world-is watching.”

And just like that, the moment had arrived. My first real exit.

......

The knock at the door made my stomach flip.

Roman was there, standing perfectly still, black suit pressed, eyes unreadable. No chauffeur, no valet. Just him.

I hesitated for a moment before stepping out. He offered no hand, no smile-just the quiet expectation that I get in the car. I did.

The car was sleek, black, and silent, the leather seats cool under my fingers. I stared out the window, trying to absorb the city lights for the first time-the moving signs, the cars, the crowds. Everything was alive and chaotic, a world I’d never experienced. My chest tightened.

Roman didn’t speak. His eyes were fixed ahead, hands steady on the wheel. He didn’t glance at me once, but I could feel the weight of his attention, like being measured and weighed without words.

I tried small talk anyway. “It’s... bigger than I thought,” I murmured, voice trembling slightly.

He didn’t answer. He didn’t need to. Silence filled the car like a wall.

Finally, he spoke, calm and deliberate: “Don’t try anything tonight.”

I nodded, heart hammering. Not out of fear-well, maybe a little-but
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