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  Chapter One

Lorenzo


The warehouse still reeks of death. It’s been a week since the fire. Since Matteo chose love, and everything went to hell. Every breath I take feels filthy, as if the air itself senses I’m on the wrong side of history. 
This place used to hum with quiet orders. Steel flashing under bright lights. Men moving bodies with such efficiency you don’t question it if you want to keep breathing. No wasted movements. No raised voices. Just the sound of flesh hitting tile, the low grind of metal dragging across concrete, and the occasional scream swallowed by soundproof walls. It was a rhythm. Cold. Relentless. Sacred.
Now the roof’s half gone, gaping open to the dusk-grey sky as darkness starts to creep in, as if the building is trying to exhale its sins. The floor is scorched black, heat-buckled, and split, littered with ash and bones no one ever bothered to clean.
Every step I take echoes loudly. Bouncing off ghosts that never left. 
I pass a rusted hook fused to the floor, twisted by heat. 
This was the De Luca slaughterhouse, the heart of an empire where information was torn from flesh and silence was bought with blood. There used to be bodies hanging from that beam—men who opened their mouths too early and closed them too late. By the time it mattered, they had nothing left worth hearing.
I stop by one of the old drain grates. 
It’s still stained. A place where loyalty was tested, secrets were carved into flesh, and the De Luca name was branded into fear itself. And now?
Now it’s hollowed out by fire and betrayal. Matteo made damn sure of that.
But I’m still here, walking the ground my uncle once ruled. This building may be broken, but it still waits and remembers what happened inside these walls.
So do I, and I plan to bring it all back. With fire and with blood. With every bastard who ever thought the De Luca name was finished.
A single whisper of our name used to open doors, cause knees to bow and people remember their place.
Now the files are out, and all the dirty little secrets are spilling across newspaper headlines and courtrooms. 
The De Luca name once symbolized power.
It was feared. 
Now, the world uses it as a punchline in backroom deals and a threat that no longer hits the way it used to. They speak of Matteo in hushed, vicious tones. The heir who burned his throne. The man who chose a girl over blood.
And with that decision, he destroyed us all.
But they forget one thing. 
The name didn’t die with the files or the flames. It’s still alive. And I’m the one keeping it that way.
By any fucking means necessary.
I pause under the old chain hoist, its metal blackened. I used to be too short to reach it. Matteo would lift me over his shoulders and let me swing from it when I was a kid. He protected me from the ugliest parts of our world. When Alessandro De Luca ordered his men to carve messages into skin, Matteo would take me out back. He shielded me from it. I have fond memories of him. Or I did. Now all I see is the betrayal stitched into everything he touched.
Matteo was soft. Soft enough to believe love surpassed blood ties. That a woman’s touch could erase the mark of who we are. That forgiveness holds more value than fear.
He believed he could outrun his past. He thought that if he walked far enough, the consequences wouldn’t catch up to him.
But they always fucking do.
He turned his back on an empire built with fists and fire, with obedience carved into flesh and loyalty paid for in lives. He traded a kingdom for whispered I love you’s and soft bedsheets.
And now there’s nothing left but ash, a shattered family name, and a loyalty no one remembers.
My sleeves are black by the time I reach the car. Soot, ash, and whatever’s left of this place rubbed into my skin. 
The driver opens the door, and I slide in. The engine turns over. We pull out, and three black sedans fall in behind us. Men I’ve bled with. Men who would put a bullet in someone’s skull without blinking if it meant keeping me alive.  Loyalty forged in blood and bad decisions.
We’re heading to the Serrano compound. 
A sit-down. A courtesy call masked as respect. The kind of meeting where smiles are sharp and every word is a test.
These are the men who once bowed their heads and called my uncle Don. 
I know exactly what fierce words will greet me today. I’ve sat at that table before, too. A teenage boy sitting next to Matteo, shoulders tense, hands folded neatly in my lap. Silent. Obedient. Watching everything.
Back then, I knew my place. 
Speak when spoken to. Nod when the room expected it. Keep my mouth shut and my eyes sharp. I learned early that silence was survival in this world. That the quiet ones lived longer. Fear was currency, traded across polished tables and poured into crystal glasses with expensive whiskey. You could buy loyalty with it. You could buy time. Sometimes you could even buy forgiveness.
I watched men threaten without raising their voices. I memorized how power shifted when someone leaned back in their chair instead of forward. I learned who flinched and who didn’t. Who smiled because they were winning and who smiled because they were terrified. 
Matteo used to sit there calm as a stone, one hand loose on the armrest, the other steady on his glass. Untouchable. Certain.
That version of him seems distant now. 
Now I go in there alone today.
The city rushes past, neon bleeding into the darkness, each sign a wound against the night. Reds, greens, blues, all too bright, too damn loud, trying to pretend everything’s normal. Streetlights flicker over cracked pavement. Broken glass sparkles in the gutters like shattered promises. 
We drive slowly. Not because of traffic, but because this is a show. Power moves at its own fucking pace. The car hums beneath me. Bulletproof. Reinforced. A coffin on wheels if things go sideways.
A week ago, the name De Luca cleared corners. Made rats choke on their own spit and vanish into shadows they didn’t belong in. One whisper used to be enough. People crossed the street, shut their mouths, pulled their curtains, and pretended they didn’t see a thing.
But things are different now.
Those files revealed everything about us.
Let the world stare directly into the heart of the operation. Every secret. Every deal. Every body we dropped and burial we made. All of it spilled like guts across the pavement.
And I am still cleaning everything up, because this empire still matters to me.
And I’ll bury anyone who tries to erase it.
We turn the corner, and the engines rumble softly. The street narrows. Shadows close in. 
Out front of the Serrano estate, three black sedans idle with their engines still running.  The men stepping out aren’t just muscle; they’re the kind of bastards who enjoy violence a little too much.
I spot Rocco D’Amato first. Slicked-back hair, cheap cologne, a temper like a loaded gun. He once pulled out a guy’s molars just to hear him scream. He’s surrounded by his soldiers.
The next car is Enzo Vargas. 
He gets out, lights a cigarette with one hand, and adjusts his grip on his pistol with the other. He has a smile that doesn’t reach his eyes and a reputation soaked in blood. 
Behind them, Nicoli Franchi steps out of the next car, calm as ever. He’s the quiet one, the kind who doesn’t raise his voice because his knife does the talking. 
All of them Serrano loyalists. All of them are fucking assholes.
They’re not here to talk. They’re here to see if I bleed.
Serrano soldiers stand like statues at the entrance. They don’t hide their guns or blades, the kind of steel that instinctively tastes blood. Their hands hover near their hips, fingers brushing chrome with practiced ease. Men trained to stay still until it’s time to kill.
Their eyes follow us as we pull up.
This is what Serrano wants me to see before I even reach the door: the power, the heat, the threat. And I let them show it, because I didn’t come here to flinch. I came to remind them that De Luca blood doesn’t run. It damn well reigns.
I open the door and step outside. My soldiers fall in line silently. No commands needed, just instinct. 
Jackets shift as they move, fabric parting just enough to reveal steel. Knives press against ribs, guns rest at hips, the weight of violence sewn into every seam. These are the men who didn’t run when the empire cracked apart. And today, I need to make damn sure they see us for what we still are.
We are the storm that follows the silence. We are still the De Luca name no one dares to cross.
My boots hit the stone floor. The sound echoes through the foyer. One of Serrano’s guards shifts in front of me. He hesitates, then steps aside. Not out of manners, but survival instinct. He knows what will happen if he doesn’t.
We move further inside.
The house surrounds us, polished and perfect—two stories of wealth soaked in blood. Marble floors shine under crystal chandeliers. Gold trim. Thick rugs. Art on the walls that costs more than some men’s lives. The Serranos built their fortune on fear, and this place proves it. Rich. Ruthless. Flashy in a way only old money and old crime can pull off.
The staff move quietly. Heads down. Hands quick. Eyes never lingering. They know better.
I take the stairs slowly, dragging my fingers along the carved banister. 
I hear movement before I see her, enough to catch my attention. 
She’s standing there, arms crossed under her chest, hip tipped out, chin lifted in pure defiance. Long legs bare beneath a dress that knows exactly what it’s doing. Curves sharp enough to cut. Tits full, heavy, pressed together just enough to make a point. She doesn’t shrink when my eyes land on her. 
She stares back.
She’s Serrano’s daughter. I’d stake my life on it. 
Beautiful in the way men fall for. Fuckable in a way that would keep you awake at night and cloud your judgment. But it’s the look in her eyes that pulls me in. Dark. Wild. Untamed. There’s heat there. Anger too. The kind that doesn’t scream but waits.
That stare isn’t curiosity; it’s a challenge.
She knows exactly what she’s doing, aware of the effect her body has. The way her dress clings to her hips, and her mouth is set as if daring someone to say the wrong thing. She’s not a sheltered princess; she’s a weapon Serrano never bothered to lock away.
That girl isn’t trouble just waiting to happen.
She’s a lit fuse hidden in silk and skin, just waiting for someone careless enough to strike the match.
She watches me pass, the heat still burning in that stare, but I refuse to give her the satisfaction of a second look. Whatever fire she’s hiding behind those eyes, she can keep it. I have bigger battles to fight.
My men stay close behind me. They move with me like shadows I trained myself.
The meeting room looms ahead. Dark wood. High ceilings. Walls of black walnut stretch upward, built to absorb sound. Every inch of this space is designed to remind you who’s in charge, and who’s just one wrong word away from getting their throat cut.
I step across the threshold, and the room feels different. Heavy. Watching.
Giovanni Trezzi and Marco Leone sit at the far end, already waiting. Two snakes in Brioni suits, smiles coated with cheap charm and cheaper loyalty. I’ve heard their names a hundred times in my uncle’s voice, always followed by the same warning: They’ll kiss your hand one day and slit your throat the next. If they twitch wrong, finish it before they beg.
They glance up when I enter. Eyes darting. Hands twitching. Weak men in strong suits, fighting to hold a seat at a table they never earned. 
I see the fear they’re trying to hide. I can smell it on them. 
My men spread out, taking their usual positions against the walls. Eyes alert. Hands near their steel.
I don’t head for my usual seat, that one halfway down the table, empty, still haunted by the ghost of the boy who used to sit beside Matteo and keep his fucking mouth shut.
I keep walking straight to the chair that built this empire one bullet at a time. My uncle’s seat. Heavy-backed. Black leather worn soft from decades of blood-soaked decisions and men around the table begging for mercy that never came.
It isn’t just a chair; it’s a fucking crown. 
I drag it back slowly enough to let them feel it, then I sit right at the head of the table. My spine straight, my eyes forward. 
Someone laughs. 
The kind of sound that slips under your skin and tries to crawl up your spine.
It spreads quickly. 
Soft at first, just a chuckle behind a glass of scotch, a twitch of a mouth that thinks it’s clever. 
Another man joins in, smirking as if he knows something I don’t. Someone clears their throat, coughs into their fist, eyes flicking sideways. One asshole takes a long drag from his cigar, his lips smirking. 
They believe I’m pretending, wearing a suit too heavy for my shoulders, playing the role of a man I’m not. They think this chair is borrowed, that I’m just keeping it warm for the next unlucky bastard stupid enough to want it.
They remember the kid—sharp-eyed, and silent. The one who sat beside Matteo, the boy who listened more than he spoke, watched more than he blinked.
Good.
Let them fucking laugh.
Let them confuse memory with weakness. 
Let them struggle to breathe the same smug breath they’ll use to beg for mercy when this room turns red.
I lean back into the chair, spine pressing deep into the leather, as if it’s been waiting for me this whole fucking time. As if this is where I’ve always belonged.
The light hits the scars on my knuckles. I don’t hide them. Let them fucking look.
Let them see what’s been carved into me. What I bled for. What I buried. Let them see that, after Matteo threw a match into the legacy, the power didn’t die. 
It shifted. They thought the crown fell when Matteo dropped it. They didn’t notice I caught it on the way down.
“I’m not here to play nice,” I say, voice low and steady. “I’m here to remind you the name De Luca still carries weight. And if any of you forget that, if any of you think this empire’s up for grabs, then speak now. So I know who needs to die first.”
The words settle into the room. 
No one moves. 
No one laughs now.
Glasses pause halfway to mouths. 
Even the men who were smirking a second ago go still, their expressions tightening as the truth sinks in. This is a line being drawn in blood. 
Giovanni Trezzi leans forward, his voice smooth with mock calm. “Doesn’t matter how loud you bark, Lorenzo. As long as Matteo’s still breathing, the empire belongs to him.”
Someone murmurs behind him, “What about Alessandro?”
Giovanni answers before I can, saying, “He’ll never come back. Not with the feds crawling up his ass. Matteo is the rightful heir.”
A pause. 
Long enough to make a point before he continues.
“Until he’s no longer breathing.”
I smile. “Then maybe it’s time someone pulled the fucking trigger.”
The room stills. It goes dead quiet. 
One of the Serrano dogs leans forward. Thick fingers hold his cigar, the tip slowly burning in the dim light. He exhales smoke through his nose, relaxed and enjoying himself.
“All we see,” he says, voice low, “is a boy sitting in a dead man’s chair, playing at being a king.”
The words hit hard. They’re disrespect masked as confidence. The kind that leads men to the grave. 
He believes this is just a test. That I’m still that seventeen-year-old kid sitting in silence, taking notes, praying not to mess it up. He doesn’t see the man sitting here now, the man who buried that kid with his own hands.
I’m twenty-five. I’ve seen what loyalty costs. I’ve made men scream through broken teeth. I’ve slit throats in the dark and smiled after. He thinks I don’t know how many bodies this chair has sent into the ground. But I do.
I helped dig the holes.
Poor fucking bastard.
If these men want to test me, then let them. They’ll find out quickly that I don’t bluff. I lean forward, elbows on the table. Wood creaks under my shifting weight. 
“The first man who moves from this table eats a bullet before his next breath. And the sons of anyone who follows will bleed beside him.” My voice is cold, calm, the kind that makes men swallow wrong.
The room freezes. 
Chairs stop creaking. 
Glasses hover in midair.
“Test me,” I say. “I’ll paint these walls with your blood, fuck your wives while they’re still dressed in black, and have your daughters calling my men daddy by morning.”
I place my hands on the table. 
“You think the De Luca name is dead?” I say. “I’m still breathing. And as long as I am, every one of you answers to me.”
The silence that ensues is heavy. Uncomfortable. It creeps across the table and settles into bones.
Moretti finally pushes back.  
“Why should we follow you?” He asks. “What do you bring that Matteo doesn’t?”
I don’t hesitate.
“I’ll find Matteo, and I’ll fucking put an end to him.”
A ripple flows through the room. Sharp breaths. Eyes flickering. No one interrupts me now.
“You want to know how that helps you?” I continue. “It closes the wound. No ghosts. No loose ends. No divided loyalty.”
Arturo Serrano shifts in his chair. I turn my head and look straight at him.
“And I’ll bind the families,” I say. “Not with promises. With blood.”
His jaw clenches.
“Your daughter,” I say calmly. “She becomes mine. I marry her. We seal this the old way. De Luca and Serrano tied so tight no one can pry us apart without losing a hand. That’s how this fucking helps you. Stability. Control. Profit. A future that doesn’t bleed out in the streets.”
I lean back into my uncle’s chair and claim it with my spine.
“Now you get to decide,” I say. “You follow me and live rich, or you back a ghost and look over your shoulder for the rest of your life”
Serrano leans back, eyes narrowed, with a cigarette burning low between his fingers. All eyes in the room are on him as he taps the ash into a gold ashtray, before he looks me straight in the eye.
“You think you can tame her?” Arturo Serrano asks, voice rough with amusement, but his eyes are all steel. Testing me.
I don’t blink. 
“I won’t tame her. I’ll marry her. There’s a difference.”
The air lingers still for a beat too long. Smoke coils. Glasses sweat. No one moves.
Arturo leans back, the leather creaking beneath his weight. He studies me intently. 
His fingers tap slowly against his glass. Then he gives me a single nod. 
“Then so be it,” he says. “The marriage stands.” He shifts in his chair again. “You want unity?” he adds, tone clipped. “You’ve got it.”
But it’s not just him I need. I let my eyes drift across the table. 
One by one, the men meet my eyes. 
Most of them nod. One raises his glass just slightly. The message is clear.
Agreement. Not warmth. Not trust. But respect.
One by one, they push their chairs back and start to file out.
They came expecting a boy playing dress-up. The orphaned nephew. The quiet shadow.
What they discovered was something else entirely.






  
  Chapter Two

Isabella


The hallway to my father’s office is silent. No guards. No voices. Just my heels clicking out a warning I’m too stubborn to heed. 
He never calls for me, not even when my mother died. But after the parade of suits that came through this house this morning, all pretending not to notice me, I already know I’m not going to like whatever this is.
My chest tightens as I approach the door. It’s slightly ajar, cracked open just enough to pull me in, reminding me that what awaits on the other side has already been decided.
I push it open and step inside.
The air in my father’s office is thick with cigar smoke. A massive oil painting hangs above the fireplace. His father—the Don Serrano—immortalized in gold leaf and arrogance. Eyes cold, mouth tight, stare locked into whoever’s dumb enough to sit beneath him. 
He’s been dead for over a decade, but the bastard still manages to judge every poor fuck who walks into this room.
It’s more than art. It’s a message—a reminder that in this house, blood isn’t just family; it’s currency.
My father sits behind the desk, suit crisp, tie perfectly knotted. Every inch of him exudes control and calculation. He doesn’t bother to look at me, just flicks his fingers in a lazy motion, dismissive as if swatting a fly.
“Sit.”
I sit in the chair across from him because I’ve learnt what happens when you hesitate in this house. Obedience maintains peace. Silence keeps you alive.
I’m only his daughter by blood. Nothing else. I understood that early. When my mother died, I was nine and suddenly unseen. No hugs. No comforting words. No one checking if I ate, slept, or cried myself to sleep at night. I raised myself in the quiet corners of this house, learnt how to stiffen my spine and keep my mouth shut. Learnt how to make my face unreadable so no one could see where to hit.
Grief didn’t get space here. Weakness sure as shit didn’t.
My brother got everything I didn’t. 
Luca Serrano. 
The golden son. The one my father looked at with pride instead of indifference. He was taught how to pull a trigger, how to collect debts, how to make men talk when they didn’t want to. Father clapped him on the shoulder for it. Called him a leader. Called him necessary.
Me… I became just background noise. 
A daughter who learnt to stay quiet. A girl who was taught that her worth was measured by what she could be traded for, not what she could do. I wasn’t raised to rule or fight. I was raised to endure.
So I sit here now, hands folded in my lap, jaw clenched, eyes steady. I don’t ask why I’m here. I already know.
Whatever deal was made today, whatever blood was promised behind closed doors, I am the fucking price.
He finally looks up, and a twitch appears at the corners of his mouth—half amusement, half irritation, as if my existence is both mildly inconvenient and somehow my fault. 
“You’re getting married,” he says.
My blood runs still.
For a moment, I think I misheard him. Maybe he said someone’s getting married. Maybe one of my cousins got knocked up again, and this is the cleanup crew in action. It wouldn’t be the first time the family wrapped a shotgun wedding in velvet and called it tradition.
He watches me for a moment before sliding a folder across the desk.
Serrano crest stamped at the top. I open it slowly, as if peeling back skin. And there it is.
My name is on the top line. The marriage agreement is written in black ink. Below it, there is the signature of Lorenzo De Luca and an empty line waiting for my signature. 
Lorenzo fucking De Luca.
That name hits harder on paper than it did when he passed me in the hallway, all broad shoulders and silent danger.
The air escapes from my lungs in fragments.
He’s tall and broad, built with the kind of arrogance that doesn’t need words to be felt. He walks like he owns the ground beneath his boots, as if every hallway is just another territory to conquer. That jaw alone could make you sin. Covered in stubble that says he gives zero fucks what anyone thinks.
I’ve seen him before today—one wedding, two funerals. Always sharply dressed, with piercing eyes, and a mouth that never smiles. The kind of man women stare at too long and then act like they didn’t. The kind of man who could ruin you with just a look and leave you craving more.
Yeah. I have wondered how he fucks.
If he’s rough. If he uses that mouth the way his eyes promise he could.
But wondering is one thing. Marriage is another.
I shoot to my feet so quickly, my blood rushes. Rage flows through me as if it’s been waiting years to finally burst out.
“You want to chain me to him?” My voice is sharp and wild. “Are you insane?”
“Sit down, Isabella.”
“No.” The word bursts out of me. “I’m not signing this,” I say sharply. “I don’t care that he signed it. I don’t care about the deals made behind closed doors while I was locked away.” My pulse pounds so loudly I can barely hear myself, but I keep speaking. “I am not doing this.”
He sighs, the dramatic kind parents do when their kids won’t eat their vegetables. Never mind that he’s trying to feed me to the damn wolves.
“You can sign it here,” he says, voice smooth and cold. “Or I’ll sign it for you.”
And there it is. The truth I always knew but never got served this clean. I was never a daughter in this house. Just a well-dressed pawn. A body to be traded. A signature waiting to be sold to the highest bidder.
“Do I even matter to you?” The words slip out before I can stop them. 
He doesn’t reply. Of course he doesn’t.
I laugh. Bitter and broken in every place I’ve had to hide.
“Right,” I whisper. “Of course not. And what do I get besides a life I never wanted? A husband I didn’t choose. A cage dressed in wedding lace.”
He tilts his head, unfazed. “You get security, Isabella. Power. The weight of the De Luca name behind you.”
I snort. “I thought that name was rotting in the gutter.” 
His mouth twitches. “And yet, every family in this city still flinches when they hear it.”
I pace quickly, tight circles driven by rage. I want to flip his desk, spit in his face, tell him to go fuck himself, along with Lorenzo and the entire damn empire.
But I don’t.
Because I understand how this world operates. Power doesn’t care how loud you scream. It just waits until you’re out of breath, then breaks your ribs and calls it tradition. 
I stand, arms crossed, chin held high, letting the silence stretch until it starts to feel uncomfortable. I already know how this ends. There’s no door wide enough, no road far enough, no fake name that stays in this family long. I could run. But they always catch you. History has made that painfully clear.
The Serranos never lose things. They simply reclaim them.
And they would reclaim me, again.
I swallow the scream that’s burning in my throat.
When I finally speak, my voice is steady. Not because I’m calm, but because I’ve taught myself how to sound calm when my world is collapsing.
“I know I’m not getting out of this,” I say. “I know you’ve already decided.”
I hold his gaze, because I refuse to look away. Refuse to give him the satisfaction.
“I could run,” I say.
My father’s mouth curves just slightly. “And how did that go the last time?”
The words hit harder than any slap ever could. My chest burns, and before I can stop it, tears well up in my eyes.  
Ethan.
I don’t say his name out loud, but it echoes through my mind. Ethan with his soft laugh and reckless hope. Ethan who loved me enough to believe we could outrun blood, guns, and men who never forget. 
We made plans. God, we made so many fucking plans. Late at night, we talked about cities where no one knew my last name, about mornings without guards and locked gates, about a life where love wasn’t a liability.
I was so in love that I let myself believe it.
I wish every day I had said no to the dream of us because if I had, he’d still be breathing. He’d still be walking this earth instead of living only in the space behind my ribs where grief never shuts the fuck up.
My breath catches. I swallow hard, holding back tears because crying has never changed a damn thing in this house.
“If you’re going to cage me,” I say, voice razor-sharp, “at least have the decency to admit that’s what you’re doing.”
He leans back in his chair, eyes narrowing. “Freedom was never something you were promised, Isabella. You were born into obligation. This is your role. This is the cost.”
His words settle like ice under my skin. No matter how much I plead, there is no stopping this, just like there was no stopping it the night I begged for Ethan’s life.
“Fine,” I breathe, voice tight in my chest. “I’ll wear the ring. But I won’t wear the chains.”
His smile spreads slowly. Cold. Smug. The type of smile that lacks warmth, only the satisfaction of a man who believes he’s won. 
If he wants me to do this, I’ll do it on my own terms. I look him straight in the eye, jaw clenched, spine stiff.
"But I want complete control of the wedding."
It’s already forming in my mind. A black wedding dress. Why not? I’m not walking down the aisle, I’m being marched to my own damn funeral. Might as well dress the part.
“No,” he says flatly. “Your aunt will be in control, just like she has been for every Serrano wedding before this one.”
Of course she will. That woman plans weddings like they’re state-funded musicals—gold-trimmed everything, towering cakes no one touches, smile-plastered brides pretending they haven’t been sold like livestock wrapped in silk.
Every detail is exaggerated. Overwhelming. As if marrying into a family of killers should feel like a fucking fairy tale. As if the bride is meant to appear thrilled while her freedom is being buried in diamonds.
I laugh, but there’s no humor in it. Just spite.
“Fine,” I say, voice clipped. “But I choose my own dress.”
He hardly reacts. “You know your aunt won’t allow that,” he replies, emotionless. “Or the dresses for your damigelle d’onore.”
I stare at him. “I don’t want fourteen bridesmaids in matching satin, sobbing through a live string quartet like it’s a fucking soap opera. Give me one. Maybe two. That’s it.”
“You know I can’t promise that.”
“Of course you can’t,” I snap. “No one in this house promises anything unless it’s tied in blood and laced with power.”
God, fuck this family. Fuck this life.
I exhale a long, hollow breath before walking to the desk.
I stay silent. Quickly snatch the pen from its spot, my fingers shaking with anger and restraint. I hold the edge of the contract, sign my name across the line, and drop the pen onto his desk. 
I refuse to give him the satisfaction of another glance.
If he wants me gone, then I’m gone.
Might as well start now.

      [image: ]It starts with gold.
Fucking everywhere.
Gold trim embellishes the floors. Gold details adorn the napkins. Gold stitching in the white satin that drapes across fourteen pairs of matching heels. I’m standing in a room so bright it blinds me. The chandelier above probably costs more than most people’s homes, and the carpet beneath my feet is the kind you’re not supposed to step on, only admire from a distance.
Too bad I’ve already thought about throwing up all over it.
It’s so over-the-top that it makes you want to scream or set something on fire.
The room is packed, filled with perfume, squeals, and forced cheer. Fourteen women in blush satin hover around me, fluttering like butterflies in heat. Their dresses cling tightly to their breasts, with slits high enough to reveal regret with every step. They’re already crying, and no one’s even said “I do” yet.
I stand in the middle, unmoving. A statue carved out of dread and sequins. They circle around me, cooing voices and fake tears, dabbing at mascara that hasn’t even smudged yet. My aunt beams from the corner, soaking it all in like this is her coronation.
The dress irritates my skin. It’s a damn joke.
White. Puffy. Aggressively virginal. The sleeves puff out like marshmallows glued to my shoulders. The skirt is wide enough to land a goddamn helicopter. And the beading—Jesus Christ. It sparkles across my chest like I’m about to time-travel straight to a tacky Vegas wedding in 1987.
My aunt wanted purity, grace, and Serrano tradition.
What she has is a girl in a dress she didn’t pick, wrapped in lies she didn’t create, waiting to be walked down the aisle toward a man she’s never even kissed.
The veil is pushed into my curls. Someone giggles behind me. Another one sobs. I stare straight ahead, eyes fixed on nothing, throat tight, chest hollow.
It’s all too loud. 
I shift my weight and bump into a tower of champagne flutes. One wobbles. I don’t move to stop it. I let it fall, hoping the whole fucking table goes down with it.
“Isabella,” one of the bridesmaids says softly, eyes already wet, voice coated in fake sweetness, “you look so beautiful.”
I give her a smile that doesn’t reach my eyes at all. “I look fucking ridiculous.”
They laugh as if I had told a joke instead of the truth.
“I need a moment,” I say. 
My aunt’s mouth tightens. “Darling, they’re ready for you in five,” she says gently. “You don’t want to keep everyone waiting.”
I blink once, feeling the heat crawl up my spine. “I need a minute.”
She hesitates. “But—”
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