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      To those who believe they are broken. That the scars of the past define them. That no one would ever love them enough to break down the walls they hide behind and see them for who they truly are.

      

      Every single beautiful shard of you is worthy, priceless, and deserving of love. Don’t you dare settle for less.
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      I remember exactly where I was when this book came into my mind. It was October 10, 2021. I had just released Night Shade and was sorting through the rush of my author feelings.

      I had the TV playing in the background and there was a commercial that kept coming on. It was a play on Rapunzel where she refused to let down her hair for the prince because she was busy making coffee.

      I thought it was funny, but paid no mind to it. But after it played for the third time, I thought about how cool it would be to have this tough, strong woman who refused the “prince” of her story. To have a fairytale retelling of Rapunzel where she says, “No. I don’t need you, your fake love, and the cage you want to lock me up in. I have better things to do and you’re not worth my time.”

      The moment I woke up, I recorded an audio message of the plot of Crowned In Blood. You can listen to it on my Patreon here if you like.

      I wanted so badly to drop everything and dive into that book, but I’d just started a series, was still working full time plus on call hours, and it was too much to write two books at the same time for me then.

      Three years later, I finally wrote the book that has been on my mind every day and night since, and it’s changed my life. It’s changed how I write, what I want to write, and the trajectory of my author career.

      I listened to the audio message a month before I finished this book and the same excitement I had then, is the same excitement I had every time I broke open this book and started writing. I’ve never loved a set of characters I’ve published more than these two and I hope you love them too.

      
        
        Content & Trigger Warnings

      

      

      Crowned In Blood is intended for mature audiences. This story contains references to and detailed depictions of child neglect, child abuse, physical, emotional, mental, and sexual abuse (including sexual assault), domestic violence, starvation, PTSD, panic and anxiety attacks, disassociation, extreme violence, murder, racism, kidnapping, explicit language, and sexually explicit scenes.

      This book also mentions: Suicidal thoughts, suicide, death of a parent, removal of body parts, torture, pregnancy by marital rape, and pregnancy by rape (not the FMC in either case).

      The following kinks have also been included in this work: Praise, Pleasure Dom behavior, degradation, punishment, spanking, DD/LQ behavior, breath play, breeding, shibari, and primal play.
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      Killer.

      Monster.

      I was called both from the moment I was born.

      My father was at a rally, campaigning for a seat in the Senate, when my mother went into labor. By the time he arrived, she had already passed.

      There were dozens of photos of my father's tears over the loss of his wife, Alana. And even more articles questioning how he was going to manage in a world without her, especially while trying to navigate life with a newborn.

      But Simon Herrera persevered.

      He took me with him wherever he could and pushed for new laws to protect children and their families, predominantly for low- and middle-income households.

      The press went wild.

      There were countless images of him holding a small, smiling version of me wrapped in the prettiest lace and the softest, most sparkling outfits.

      Everyone believed I wanted for nothing, that everything I could have ever desired would be placed in the palm of my hand. And it was those images that helped my father succeed to the Senate.

      He was a pioneer, a "real man," who put his child first. An authority women compared their men to, saying, "If he can take care of his daughter while running for the Senate, why can't my husband take care of the kids for an afternoon?"

      Women supported my father. They believed in him, wanted him to win, because they secretly wanted him.

      But it was all a lie.

      To them, he was a good, just person. A man dedicated to his family. Someone who loved me more than anything in the world.

      They were wrong.

      Simon Herrera was a monster—one even worse than me.

      As a child, I didn't truly understand my fear of my father. I hardly remembered anything before the age of four, only that the photos which hung in his office—his mementos—terrified me. But there was one summer that no matter how hard I tried, I could never forget.

      I’d been dragged to a public rally. My father had chosen a thick velvet dress for me to wear, because it matched his outfit best and had small reflective stones. But he hadn’t accounted for the heat.

      Sweat dripped off my brow, constantly getting into my eyes. I kept swiping at them, messing up my short brown bangs. I tried to tough it out as long as I could, but my headache turned into nausea. And then I committed the worst offense of all—I stopped smiling and waving and cried.

      My father took me home as soon as he could. And the moment we stepped inside, he loosened his belt, wrapped one end around his fist and said, "I'll give you something to cry about."

      He beat me mercilessly, screaming, "This is all your fault," and if I "would have just kept smiling," he wouldn't have had to resort to whipping me.

      I begged him to stop, promised I'd never do it again, but he told me he wouldn't. Not until I learned how to smile through the pain and tears.

      True to his word, he beat me until I passed out from the torment, covered in tears with the smile I'd forced onto my face.

      It wasn't the first or last time he'd beat and abused me, but I’d somehow blocked out the rest.

      When I outgrew the clothes he'd bought me at six, he called me fat. When I calmly tried to tell him they were simply the wrong size, he beat me, then locked me in my room with nothing to eat for two days.

      After that, I started stealing snacks from the kitchen in case it ever happened again. It did, multiple times, but at least I always had something to eat.

      At eleven, my father found a love note tucked away in my backpack. He screamed at me, told me I was a "Disgrace who would never be allowed to date anyone" he "didn’t approve of."

      Then he pushed me down the stairs, and I broke my arm trying to brace for the fall. I wasn't able to write for six weeks.

      The doctor and nurses asked me what happened, but my father kept reiterating that he'd simply come home and found me at the bottom of the stairs. He told them I was clumsy, always running into things, bumping into walls, showing up with scratches and scrapes with no explanation.

      They didn't seem to believe him, though. They kept looking at me to say something, anything that would allow them to help.

      But how could I? He was a powerful senator. And even if I said something, would they believe me?

      I had been his punching bag for years. He'd hurt me so many times that I rarely felt the pain anymore. If I opened my mouth, if I told them what he'd done, what would they be able to do? And how far would my father go to keep his secret?

      I didn't know the answer to those questions, but I did know Simon Herrera would do anything to protect his image, and he was capable of grave violence.

      I didn't want anyone else to experience what I had, so I simply nodded along, saying I'd been running through the house and tripped down the stairs.

      Oddly, my response had given me some reprieve. My father removed me from school, forcing me to learn at home with a tutor, and for a while, the beatings lessened.

      Outside of public appearances, he mostly acted like I didn’t exist. It was like he'd gotten the confirmation he needed, that I had accepted what I was to him—his doll. A pawn to morph and marionette into whatever he required that day.

      That hurt the little pride I had, but there was no other alternative. I couldn't escape from him, not yet, but I would one day. I just had to survive to that point.

      By sixteen, I'd become an expert in acting.

      In front of others, I smiled, waved, danced at soirees where some men leered at me like a hungry lion dying for a taste. I kept my grades up, excelled at everything my father ordered me to, and sang my father’s praises to the masses.

      But at night, when it was dark, and I was by myself, I'd let everything fade away except my anger and hatred.

      I resented everything my father stood for: the law, politics, government. Sometimes, I was jealous of my mother for dying while I survived only to live a miserable life.

      I was certain my father had abused her too. In every photo her blonde hair was in a sophisticated updo. She was always thin, dressed immaculately. The epitome of the ideal wife.

      Articles depicted my mother as the perfect hostess at parties and galas, and the first person my father thanked at award speeches. And in every picture, she always had a wide smile on her face—the same one I had been faking for years.

      Sometimes I wondered what would have happened if my mother had survived. If my father had been abusing her, much like I suspected he was, would she have escaped with me? Would she have saved me?

      I wanted to believe at least one of my parents cared about me. It was the only comfort I had… until I found my mother's diary.

      In it, she’d detailed everything. How she’d been forced to marry my father, and that he'd abused her every single day of her life.

      From broken ribs to marital rape to constant threats upon her life, she'd gone through it all. My mother’s appearance was always flawless, her behavior impeccable, because if she weren't, she would face unimaginable pain and terror.

      She’d never had a moment of peace, and any hope she'd carried in her heart of finally getting it had been drained out of her. In that way, we were the same.

      But in a little pocket, hidden at the back of her diary, was a detailed plan on how she would kill herself alongside a letter for me. My mother couldn't bring herself to do it while pregnant, but the moment she gave birth, she swore she'd take her own life. And she did.

      In her letter, she apologized for giving birth to me, saying she never wanted to bring me into a world with that bastard as my father, but she had no choice. He had her watched nearly twenty-four hours a day.

      A baby would make the media see him as a family man. Exactly what he needed for his campaign, and he wouldn’t let anyone stand in the way of that—especially my mother.

      She hoped that one day I would find a way out. That someone would save me, or I'd find the strength to save myself. She apologized for being weak, for not persevering for me, for being selfish.

      I refused to read the rest, because she was selfish.

      I understood she didn't have a choice, but I couldn't forgive her. She'd left me with my father. And knew her death would put me in the same situation she had been. Yet she still went through with the pregnancy and her suicide.

      Did she know how that would affect me? Did she know I would be called a killer?

      Did she care?

      I'd been mocked, hurt, constantly reminded that I was lower than scum by my father, and I'd believed it. It was my fault, I killed her. I shouldn't be alive.

      But she framed me.

      She forced me to take the fall for something she did, forced me to live with guilt and shame that never belonged to me.

      That wasn't right. That wasn't fair.

      That wasn't love.

      If I hadn’t become the perfect tool for shaping my father's image, I likely wouldn't have made it past infancy.

      But I had, and I was determined to survive.

      If I had to keep acting, pretending I loved my father and my life, I would. If I had to worship the ground he walked on, or hide his abuse, I would.

      I would do whatever I had to survive, and when I was able, I'd leave him for good.

      Yes, he was a senator, but he couldn't stop me once I became an adult.

      Then I'd escape.

      I'd be free.
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      I went from being an abused doll to a caged prisoner at eighteen.

      He increased the guards, forced me into online college, and monitored every message and email I sent.

      Had he found out about my plans to escape? Uncovered the jewelry and cash I'd hidden away? Seen my search history? Realized how much I truly hated him?

      But if he had, he would've beaten me within an inch of my life.

      Then I overheard him telling a guard he had to "keep me separated from others" so I would stay "pure and moldable."

      He wanted me isolated.

      The bastard.

      But I was safe. For now.

      No matter how angry I was, I couldn't leave yet. I still needed his signature for everything—bank accounts, purchases—everything I needed to survive.

      It didn't matter if I had cash or could pay in full. Companies wanted a legal guardian's approval to cover their ass. So, I waited.

      And now that I’d turned twenty-one it was finally here. In one short day, I'd finally be free.

      I would have to attend the lavish birthday party my father was throwing for me. Yet another political scheme asking people to fund his campaign while showing me off to someone's rich son. But tomorrow, I'd make him an offer he couldn't refuse.

      For years, I'd been asked to do interviews and exclusives, but my father had never allowed it. However, now that I had a degree in political science and economics, the media speculated whether I'd follow in my father's footsteps, and he’d finally permitted me to give them an answer.

      I was more likely to burn his house down with his corpse inside.

      But I'd convince my father it was the life I wanted.

      My plan was already falling into place. I'd donated to the Center of Gentle Love and Hope—a domestic violence non-profit organization—and agreed to set aside time for a tour. Afterwards, I'd ask to visit their other locations far from New York City—and my father—and never return.

      It was a simple plan, but it was the only one that would work.

      The media knew me. It wasn't like I could just change my name or appearance and disappear. But with my own awards, successes, and PR, the press would be all over me, meaning my father couldn't be.

      I'd have to keep up the heroic senator’s daughter act a little longer, but I'd be able to go home feeling safe each night, at peace, knowing I'd helped both myself and others.

      I stood, checking my appearance in the mirror. My dark-brown hair shined and bounced, the curled ends brushing the top of my ass. My makeup was light—as my father had ordered—mascara to call attention to my long eyelashes and thin black eyeliner to enhance my dark eyes—but the crimson lipstick I'd chosen was all me. My little act of rebellion.

      My long, plum gown of lace and silk highlighted my too-thin body but accentuated my natural curves, the high slit coming to mid-thigh, elongating my legs.

      I was a perfect blend of elegance and seduction—my forced role for the night.

      I practiced my smile and greetings in the mirror until they were flawless. Then, before the grief of my life could consume me, I shoved it away.

      You're almost there. In less than a day, you'll be gone.
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      My party—more of an art gala with me as the main showpiece—had so far gone off without a hitch.

      My father was the picture of perfection in his perfectly tailored black suit, gold watch and cufflinks. Not a single strand of graying, dark-brown hair out of place.

      He gave a grand introduction, professing how beautiful I was and how proud he was of me before wishing me all the happiness in the world.

      Managing to force a warm smile, I issued a heartfelt thank you. Even shed a small tear, like the Oscar-worthy actress I’d trained myself to be.

      I dabbed the tear away with a napkin, and he grabbed my shoulders, kissing my cheeks with a big smile. His blue eyes lowered to my dark-red lipstick and flashed. A warning that I would be punished for defying his orders.

      Good. The pain would be worth it for that small piece of control.

      His grip on my waist was tight as he nearly dragged me to meet his guests. If I wasn’t used to it, I'd have tripped and fallen flat on my face.

      When he left to attend a meeting, the vultures descended, trying their best to play matchmaker.

      I'd rather die before marrying anyone here.

      My rounds finally done, I grabbed a flute of champagne and a few stuffed mushroom hors d'oeuvres before stealing a moment in a secluded corner.

      I was exhausted. It wasn’t exertion, but something deeper, darker. I'd spent my life holding onto the edge of a cliff, a fingertip away from falling into the abyss, and now, I was starting to slip.

      All I had left was myself, and I swore I wouldn't lose who I was to these people, to this life.

      But as I looked around the room, rage and hate consumed me. They deserved a taste of the brutality I endured just as much as my father did.

      Yes, my father caused my pain and despair, but these people played a part as well. They paid him. They paved his way, bought his every word. Believed his every lie.

      There's no doubt my father did and condoned illegal things over the years, and these people knew that. But they didn't care. All they wanted was another dollar sign, another paycheck, another source for power. But what about my power? What about my voice? What about my life?

      Why shouldn't I let loose? Rain hell down upon them and show them what years of abuse could do to the heart? To the soul?

      I was ruined, destroyed. There were cracks in me that would never be filled. And all I could do was try to cover them and ignore the violence and cruelty underneath. But it was there, festering, waiting to spring free.

      Taking a deep breath, I exhaled. In these moments I scared myself, not knowing the lengths I would go for vengeance.

      I stared at the champagne, rolling the flute between my fingertips. What would it 	feel like to break it in my hand and use the shards as a weapon? To experience the same raw, unabashed, chaotic freedom every person in this room but me had enjoyed? How many people could I hurt in the ways I'd been hurt?

      Could I kill Malcolm Richards—the man who had been undressing me with his eyes since I was thirteen? Would his wife Cathy cry over his death, or would she use his life insurance policy to take lavish trips with the pool boy she was fucking on the side?

      Maybe I could stab Shawn Cruz. He'd certainly deserve it. All he got was a light slap on the wrist after his drunk driving caused the death of a father of three, because he was the District Attorney’s son.

      None of the people here were innocent, and perhaps, neither was I. But as long as I kept myself under control, I could be better than them.

      "You don't seem to be enjoying your party."

      The deep voice jarred me and I looked up to find an unfamiliar man gazing at me intensely. He was over six feet tall, with long brown hair that touched his wide shoulders. But it was his eyes that unnerved me the most.

      He looked at me like he could consume me, pick me apart, clean to the bone. Like he could see straight into my broken soul. It scared me to think of what secrets he might unearth if I gave him the chance.

      So I didn't. Instead, I put on my best smile.

      "Of course I'm enjoying it. It's a lovely party. My father truly spared no expense."

      The corner of his lip tipped into a smirk before he held a glass of what smelled like brandy to his lips. "You're good. I'm sure you know that. But if anyone here pulled their head out of their asses long enough to pay attention to you for more than a minute, they'd know you were lying."

      I almost choked on my champagne.

      Mischief danced in the man's rich, brown eyes, and for a moment, I was shocked, until that feeling quickly turned to fear. I glanced around the room, scared that someone—or worse, my father—had caught my mistake.

      "Don't worry, no one's looking at you."

      He was right. No one had seen my blunder with the champagne nor my shock.

      I hated that he'd immediately known what I was afraid of. He was too close, too… accurate, and it knocked me off balance.

      His eyes held mine as he stroked his glass with one finger. A slow, continuous caress, as though he had all the time in the world. A sensual touch, something that made my pulse soar.

      I took a slow breath, collecting myself. "Why were you?"

      "Watching you?"

      I nodded.

      "Because you're the most gorgeous woman in this room."

      His frankness made my cheeks heat, as his finger still stroked his glass. His touch was focused, intimate, as if he were caressing me.

      I was used to the games, to people trying to manipulate me. I had to be posh, mannered, cultured—all things this stranger didn't seem to be at that moment.

      I had no doubt he could put on that façade and perform it to utter perfection. He carried an air of mirth and cold calculation, yet was charming and confident, like the beauty of a glacier before it broke apart, causing a tsunami that killed anyone in its path.

      He struck me as someone whose every word was purposeful. Someone who had come into their power and could wield it completely. It left me in both awe and envy of him, and it was sexy as hell.

      How incredible it must be to have that sort of freedom.

      His gaze darkened the longer he stared at me, like he was appreciating me, savoring my presence.

      A strange warmth built in my core, and for a moment, I wished I could freeze time. He looked at me as though he saw me for who I was, who I had the potential to be.

      It left me vulnerable to the cravings of my inner child, to the desire to be wanted, to be acknowledged. To be loved as I was, not who I pretended to be.

      But I wasn't a child nor a princess. And he wasn't a prince. This wasn't a fairy tale, and I knew better than to be so naïve.

      I rolled my shoulders back, ready to play and win whatever game he had up his sleeve. It didn't matter how attractive he was; this man was like everyone else. He was here, after all, which meant he knew my father. And one did not navigate the waters of Simon Herrera without an equally deceptive compass.

      But before I could say anything, his phone vibrated. He withdrew his eyes from me, and the loss of his attention made me feel like the air was being sucked from the room.

      He sighed. "Unfortunately, I have to take this." The weight of his gaze settled on me for one more moment, and when he spoke again, his voice was a low whisper. "Happy birthday, Catalina. May all your dreams come true."

      He turned away, and it wasn't until he slipped out the back door, I realized I'd never gotten his name.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            2

          

          CATALINA

        

        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      I adjusted the hem on my knee-length, baby-blue chiffon dress and pushed my hair behind my shoulder. It made me seem younger, innocent, gullible—the exact image I needed for my meeting with my father. But my eyes were defiant.

      It was like my body could no longer contain itself. I listened for every step, flinched at every loud noise, was too watchful, too alert. I barely slept.

      I was terrified that, somehow, my father would know. Maybe someone would tip him off. I would forget something, not be careful enough, and suddenly, everything would go to shit.

      Naya, the head of the Center of Gentle Love and Hope, had told me multiple stories of women facing the same psychological response when they thought of escaping their abuser. 

      They'd panic at the notion of leaving, because regardless of the pain, misery, and terror they suffered, they knew their abuser. They knew their triggers, knew their surroundings, and the brain valued that information. 

      In the known, there was familiarity, a measure of safety, but what waited in the unknown brought nothing but fear. Between that and the possibility that anything could go wrong, it made sense why so many people stayed.

      But I wouldn't.

      With a deep breath, I stared at my reflection, forcing myself to calm down. Little by little, I smoothed my expression until it morphed into one of a gentle, doting, unassuming daughter. Then I made my way to my father's office and knocked on the door.

      "Come in."

      I steeled myself, but when I opened the door, I found my father wasn't alone. 

      Seated in front of him was a large, heavyset man with thick black hair pulled back into a ponytail at his nape. I recognized him as one of the people who had attended the party last night. Someone I’d gone out of my way to avoid.

      Being near him made my skin crawl. The air of danger and malice around him was tangible—even in a crowded room.

      The rich saw themselves as the elite. They could take whatever they wanted, own whatever they felt they deserved. Everything and everyone had a price. That's what they all believed.

      But this man didn't seem like he wanted to pay. Like he'd kill anyone for simply suggesting it. 

      He acted like the world owed him something, that he had the right to take whatever he wanted by force. And when his brown eyes dragged their way slowly over my body before finally meeting my own, the look in his eyes said it all… he wanted me.

      "Catalina, this is Fernando Salazar. Fernando, this is my daughter, Catalina."

      Fernando made no move to rise from his chair, making sure I had to cross the distance between us to shake his hand. Warning signals fired off in my gut. Something was very wrong.

      While my father couldn't care less about me privately, publicly, he always acted like I was his most prized possession. Disrespecting me meant disrespecting him, and that's exactly what Fernando had done. Yet my father said nothing. In fact, he seemed to be completely ignorant of the entire exchange, even though I'd seen him ruin a man for less.

      But for now, I was expected to play their game. 

      I stuck out my hand, donning my most welcoming smile. "It's nice to meet you, Fernando."

      Fernando ignored my hand for a moment, his meticulous gaze studying my skin as if I was a piece of art he could critique. Unease filled my veins, but I kept the smile on my face. 

      Finally, he shook my hand, his grip tight. Squeezing my fingers, expecting me to wince. If it weren't for my high pain tolerance and spite, I would have.

      He released his grip, leaving my fingers with a dull ache, then kissed my hand. "It is lovely to meet you, Catalina." His voice was deep with a heavy Hispanic accent. 

      His kiss felt dirty. Forcing another smile, I pulled my hand from his, the rough hairs of his goatee scratching my skin.

      "She's beautiful." He grinned.

      "Then you approve?"

      I turned to my father, the knots in my stomach twisting tighter. "Approve?"

      "Yes." Fernando stood, towering over me.

      I gulped at the hungry expression in his eyes. He looked at me like he wanted to crush me, break me until there was nothing left. Still, I kept myself calm, not willing to give Fernando or my father the satisfaction of seeing how afraid I really was.

      I stepped to the side of Fernando, moving out of his way. But as he walked past me, he grabbed a lock of my hair and brought it to his lips.

      Surprised, I instinctually jerked away. 

      He laughed. "Make sure she looks like this on our wedding day. I want everyone to see how innocent she is before I ruin her."

      My father nodded as Fernando left the room.

      My mouth went dry, my heart hammering against my ribs as I stared at my father, wide-eyed. "Wedding day? What⁠—"

      Without glancing at me, my father tossed a file to me from his desk. "Read over this. I want you ready and prepared."

      My chest tightened as I took the file and opened the folder. The pages were filled with details about Fernando—his age; where he lived. "Father, what is⁠—"

      "I've arranged a marriage between the two of you. The wedding will happen in three days. You will study this file, which contains everything you need to know including what Fernando expects, and how you will act as a bride and a wife. Do not embarrass me.”

      Arranged. Marriage. Fernando. Ruin. Embarrass. Arranged. Marriage. Fernando. Ruin. Embarrass. Arranged. Marriage. Fernando. Ruin. Embarrass. Arranged. Marriage⁠—

      My fingers shook, then my arms, to my chest. Through my body. 

      All the work I'd done, the plans I'd made, the abuse I'd taken was for nothing. Nothing! My father had transferred the ownership of my cage to that vile, horrible, detestable man.

      The file fell from my hand as I threw my head back and laughed, the thunderous sound of my rapid heartbeat and my rage filling my ears. And when my eyes landed on my father, with his blue eyes looking at me in complete disgust, I threw myself over the desk.

      My hands reached out to grab his neck, to choke the life from him in the same way he had done to me for years.

      Two guards gripped my arms, yanking me back, keeping me from killing him the way I wanted to, deserved to. But I kept trying. I hissed, growled, thrashed like a wild animal.

      “I'll kill you! I swear, I'll kill you! You fucking bastard!”

      "Enough!" He jumped to his feet then slammed the desk with his palms. "Kill me? Me? When I'm the one who has kept you alive this entire time? The one who has fed you, put clothes on your back? Given you everything you've ever wanted?"

      I had no idea I'd threatened him out loud. No idea that I'd been screaming and crying, My throat was hoarse, arms held by my sides. I could do nothing but quietly sob.

      I broke in front of him.

      "You're a spoiled, ungrateful little bitch!" He grabbed my chin, his gaze cold and hard. "The only reason I kept you alive was to serve me. Otherwise, I would have killed you as a baby. That's your purpose. You should be thanking me for my generosity."

      He threw me back like a piece of trash. "Without me, you are nothing. You're worth nothing." He sneered. "But you will pay me back for the years of money, time, and energy I've funneled into you. I need this deal with Fernando, and he wants you. You will marry him, you will bear him as many children as he desires, and you will do it with a fucking smile, or so help me, I will kill you where you stand."

      His anger calmed me. It forced me to swallow my fury, carefully concealing it once more, letting it simmer under the surface. Because while I'd rather die than marry Fernando, I wouldn't give my father the satisfaction of killing me.

      Instead, I spit in his face and smiled when he was forced to wipe it away.

      "You’re lucky the media will be circling around this wedding like vultures, or I would beat the shit out of you." He leaned closer to me, his face only inches away from mine as he hissed, "But remember Catalina, I know how to hurt you."

      "Do your worst." I went to spit at him again, but a guard hit me on the back of my head, and the world faded to black.
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        * * *

      

      I awoke on the floor of my room with Fernando's file next to me. Remembering the way he looked at me, touched me, had bile rising up my throat, and I raced to my trash bin and threw up.

      Three days.

      Three days was all I had to come back from this, to make a new plan. To gain my freedom.

      I wiped away the vomit with the back of my hand, squared my shoulders, then found they'd taken my computer and cell phone. Cutting off all ties to the outside world. Curious, I tried my bedroom door. Locked.

      Fine.

      I’d slipped up and had finally shown my father exactly what I thought about him, that I'd been acting the entire time. He couldn't trust me, couldn't let me roam around, knowing I'd try to escape the first chance I got. I'd doubted he’d even let me eat today.

      But none of that mattered. I needed to survive, to pivot and find a way out of this. And I would, eventually. I had to.

      A part of me desperately wished that Fernando might be a good person. Maybe he’d actually grow to care for and love me. But I knew that would never happen. 

      He was a monster, a predator, and to him, I was his prey. 

      Furious tears threatened to spill from my eyes, but I wiped them away. I didn't have time to cry. I didn't have time to mourn, or grieve all the things I wanted my life to be. I had to fight as hard as I could, and the best way I could do that was to know my adversary.

      Taking a deep breath, I tried to keep the mental spiral threatening to send me into a breakdown at bay, then grabbed the file. Huddling myself into a corner on the floor, I opened the folder.

      Name: Fernando Salazar

      Age: 43

      I gulped at the age difference, shook off the fear, then kept reading.

      Birthday: October 16th

      City and State of Address: New York, NY

      Marital Status: Divorced (twice)

      What happened to his previous wives? The thought that he might have hurt them sent a shiver down my spine.

      Children: None

      I flipped the page to photos of Fernando at different parties with an array of people, all of them rich, all in a position of power or authority. There was even a photo of him with the Mayor.

      In another photo, he was getting into a black SUV with guards surrounding him. The gun at his waist drew my attention. My father always had guards, but he never carried a gun. 

      There was no way Fernando was related to a politician then, and I doubted a CEO would need such protection. Maybe he worked in security?

      Turning the pages, I realized Fernando had several businesses. Corporations, pharmaceuticals, laundromats, restaurants. He owned half of the port of New York, not to mention countless warehouses.

      Each page and photo set off warning bells, but why?

      The last page was a detailed list of instructions for me as the bride, my expected demeanor for the wedding, and beyond.

      I was to act as a blushing, innocent virgin bride utterly in love with Fernando. The media would be watching, and it was my job to give them the show of a lifetime. 

      If I failed at any time to make our union look like anything other than joyful and willing, I would face severe punishment from my soon-to-be husband.

      Fernando wanted me dressed modestly, nothing revealing. There would be no reception after the wedding and I would be expected to provide him with children as soon as possible. He would tolerate a daughter, but a son was nonnegotiable. Only a male could run his mafia empire, and if I couldn't give him one, I'd cease to be useful.

      My heart went into overdrive, chills racking my body.

      Mafia.

      No. No…

      I flipped through the photos again with newfound clarity. Fernando hadn't included the images to show off his wealth or status; he’d included them to make sure I knew the truth.

      I wouldn't be able to escape.

      If I tried to take a flight out of the state or country, he'd know. If I tried to take a ferry into Canada, he'd know. He had the damn Mayor in his pocket, likely most if not the entire police force.

      My vision blurred as tears rolled down my cheeks. There was nowhere for me to go. No plan or scheme for me to grasp onto.

      My fate was to become someone else's possession, and there was nothing I could do about it.
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      I barely slept that night and was catatonic during my dress fitting.

      The room, the people… they all faded away. I lifted my hands when told and turned when instructed, just like a perfect little doll.

      My mind was chaotic, broken. My soul crushed to pieces, and yet my body forced me to survive. I breathed, ate when given food, drank when given water, and functioned as though I were on autopilot.

      By the next day, the entryways and backyard had been transformed with beautiful arrays of flowers, marble sculptures, fountains, and candles. Chandeliers and draping plants decorated the house in a theme of white, green, and gold. Everything was detailed to perfection.

      Any bride would have been overjoyed to get married there if they had been given a choice.

      But to me, the sculptures were nightmarish, the rush of the water from the fountains too loud. The plants were thorny vines keeping me in my cage. Each decoration squeezed the walls of my prison around me tighter, suffocating me.

      I had two roles—the obedient daughter and the joyful bride—and I was so numb that I went along with both.

      But something in me snapped when I heard my father's voice as he walked through the hallway, rattling off commands and tasks to a wedding planner.

      What am I doing?

      This wasn't me, and it would never be me. I couldn't just give up. I refused to.

      Yes, Fernando's wealth and connections made escaping a monumental challenge. But if others had escaped the mafia, so could I.

      I won't be an easy captive. I won’t allow them to break my spirit.

      When I returned to my room I combed through the file again, looking for anything that might help me. But it only emphasized that Fernando's power was absolute.

      But as I read over the page of commands, I smirked.

      My marriage to Fernando was inevitable, but if he thought I’d obey all of his terms, he had another thing coming.
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        * * *

      

      I sat on the edge of my bed, the clock ticking loudly, reminding me of the precious time I was losing.

      My wedding was tomorrow. The preparations were all in place, exactly as Fernando and my father had wanted. But I wouldn’t be.

      Fernando wanted a virgin bride, and when I walked down the aisle tomorrow, I wouldn’t be.

      My plan was dangerous and could go wrong, just like all my others seemed to. But I didn't care anymore. It was all I had, all I could do. And that small semblance of control was worth fighting for.

      The guard who arrived with my dinner was young and arrogant. A man who believed he could have anything he wanted without question, making him exactly who I needed.

      "Come in." I held the door open and he placed the plate on the table, but as he turned to leave, I closed the door behind me, blocking him.

       The guard opened his mouth, but I bunched the fabric of my dress in my clammy hands and pulled it off. 

      His eyes widened, taking in my naked form while I swallowed the churning disgust rising within me.

      It's okay. This has to happen. It'll be better this way. Just endure it for a little while.

      I'd never thought I was beautiful. My father had always said I looked too Hispanic. My skin was too tan, my eyes too dark, my hair easily frizzy and difficult to maintain. But the one benefit I had was my body.

      My breasts were perky, my ass round and tight. I had no fat on my body due to the frequent starvation I'd been subjugated to. My waist was narrow, my hips wide, and I had more legs than torso. 

      Based on the erection in the guard's pants, he found me attractive enough.

      "Do you have a condom?" I whispered, my heartbeat pounding in my ears.

      "Yeah." His voice was gruff. Slowly, he approached me, like I was his fantasy come to life. 

      He pulled me into his arms, then angled his head toward mine, but I pushed him back.

      "No kissing," I said, my voice quivering.

      He smirked. "Fine by me."

      He fucked me from behind on my bed as I muffled my small whimpers of pain into the sheets. I stared out the window until the world slipped away, and I no longer felt him or heard our bodies slapping against each other.

      When he was done, he rolled off the condom, threw it in the trash, and left. 

      I walked into the bathroom, turned on the hot water in my tub, and climbed inside. My skin turned red, burning, but I didn't feel it, didn't care.

      Tears welled in my eyes, streaming down my cheeks. 

      I'd taken control. My plan was a success. I wasn't a virgin anymore, and yet the victory cut at my heart and soul.

      I'd been desperate for love, for someone to actually want me, to make me feel like I was enough. I wanted to have value as my own person, not for what I could do or be but simply because I existed.

      I'd held onto the hope that one day, I could finally grasp the love I'd always wanted. But I'd never gotten that.

      It was time to accept the truth. And even though the alternative would have been worse, even though I'd done the right thing, I grieved for everything I'd lost.

      It wasn't just my virginity; it was my hopes, my dreams, my life, me. My heart was broken, dead, nothing more than an empty shell. 

      I sobbed into my arm, biting hard, trying to dull the anguish and sorrow threatening to consume me. But this time, it didn't work. And when it failed, I covered my mouth with my hands and screamed.

      I screamed and screamed until the water almost overflowed.

      I shut off the faucet, sitting there until the water, and my body, became numbingly cold.

      I let myself feel it all, because this would be the last time I could. When I walked down the aisle tomorrow, I would have to do so as a warrior, prepared for battle. There would be no room for regret, self-pity, or any foolish emotion ever again.

      My wedding day would mark the beginning of my resistance, and I would be ready for it.
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        * * *

      

      My bedroom door flew open, the loud sound startling me awake. A cheery young maid pulled open the curtains, then placed a meal on my table. "Wake up, miss! Today's the big day! You must be so excited." 

      I'd rather walk through fire. Although I suppose that's exactly what I'm about to do.

      The woman had left by the time I forced myself out of bed and reached my table. My stomach was in too many knots to eat much, but I managed to drink the soup, eat a piece of bread, and swallow the fruit before my stylist, makeup artist, hairdresser, and their assistants barged into the room. I endured being poked and prodded until they transformed me into the image of bridal perfection.

      The women cooed over their work, complimenting me on my beauty, but I ignored them. They might not know the full scope of what was happening, but I couldn't help feeling they were complicit in the worst day of my life. 

      Once they left, I stood in front of the full-length mirror, barely recognizing the person staring back at me draped in ivory satin, tulle, and lace.

      The clock tolled, the sound slicing through me like the blade of a guillotine.

      It's time.

      A guard led me out of my room to the base of the stairs where my father waited for me with a sneer. "Don't mess this up, Catalina."

      I held his gaze. "You're forgetting that after today, you will no longer hold any power over me. My fiancé clearly has you by the balls, Father. So keep your threats to yourself."

      His eyes narrowed, but before he could speak, the music started.

      He huffed, then forced my hand into the crook of his arm, turning us to the double doors leading out into the backyard, where the new chapter of my nightmare was waiting to begin.

      As we stepped into the bright sun, I scanned the crowd, unsurprised to see my father's donors and colleagues on one side and what I assumed to be Fernando's mafia organization on the other. Their all-black suits and dark auras permeated the air.

      Finally, I looked toward the altar where Fernando stood in a tailored black suit. His grin reminded me of a cat that had finally caught its mouse. It ignited a fire in my blood, and for once, I didn't have to worry about what would happen if I didn’t contain it. 

      With a smirk, I stuck my foot out and tripped my father, pulling my foot back just in time to ensure he didn't take me down with him.

      A chorus of gasps erupted from my father's guests while Fernando's people snickered. Not a single person moved to help him, much to my delight.

      My father had spent years buying the people around him, and now that he was down, no one bothered to help him up. If that wasn't karma, I wasn't sure what was.

      Ignoring the patrons, I left my father there and marched toward Fernando, who sneered at me.

      We were to meet a few steps before the priest and the altar, where my father would hand me over to Fernando, and we would take the last steps together. However, when Fernando extended his hand to me, I ignored it, continuing the last few steps on my own.

      The priest's eyebrows nearly shot off his head as he glanced between us. Eventually, Fernando joined me at the top, a small tic in his jaw.

      I blocked out the priest's prayers and blessings. It had been a long time since I’d believed in God, and as I stared at the man across from me, it cemented that either the primordial being didn't exist, or he hated me.

      The feeling was mutual.

      When it came time for me to say the two words that would lock me into my fate, I hesitated. For a moment, I fantasized about finally telling the truth. What would happen if I admitted I was being forced into this marriage by my abusive father who had threatened to kill me just
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