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Chapter One: The Auction Room
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The air inside the hall was heavy, thick with the scent of polished wood, old money, and fear. Sera’s fingers dug into the folds of her thin dress as she stood in line, her legs stiff, her mind blank except for the single thought she kept whispering in her head. Don’t cry. Don’t let them see you cry.

Velvet curtains in deep crimson framed the stage ahead, where the auctioneer’s voice boomed over the hum of murmurs and shuffling chairs. Sera could hear numbers being called out, each bid sharper and louder than the last. She didn’t have to lift her head to know there were rows of men in tailored suits, sitting like kings in judgment, their eyes hunting for weakness in the girls paraded before them.

The line shifted forward. A girl ahead of her tripped on the hem of her silk gown. A guard steadied her roughly, shoving her toward the stage. The lights above were blinding, hot, unforgiving. Sera’s fingers tightened further. The fabric threatened to tear under her nails.

“Keep moving,” one of the guards muttered behind her.

Her lips pressed into a thin line as she shuffled forward. The girl now on stage couldn’t be older than her—maybe seventeen, maybe younger. The auctioneer introduced her as if she were an antique vase.

“Item twenty-seven. Untouched. No markings. Starting at fifty thousand.”

Paddles lifted almost immediately. The bids climbed faster than Sera’s panicked breaths. Sixty. Seventy-five. Eighty-five. A gavel slammed. The girl was gone, whisked off the stage like a piece of property.

Sera was next.

Her knees weakened, but she forced her body upright as the guard’s cold hand pressed into her back. She stepped into the light and felt it pierce her skin, stripping her down to nothing. Her heartbeat thundered in her ears, drowning the sound of the murmurs that swept the room like a breeze stirring coals.

“Item twenty-eight,” the auctioneer called out. “Sera Valli. Age eighteen. No visible marks. Unspoiled.”

There it was. The reduction of her entire existence into a line of cold, factual words.

“Starting bid at fifty thousand.”

A paddle lifted.

“Seventy.”

Another paddle.

“Ninety.”

Sera stared down at the marble floor, refusing to lift her gaze. She couldn’t see their faces, but she felt their eyes crawl over her skin like insects.

“One hundred thousand.”

The voice that spoke was low, steady, and commanding. It didn’t bark like the others. It didn’t need to. The air shifted, heavy with silence.

Sera’s head tilted slightly, though she didn’t dare look up.

“One hundred thousand,” the auctioneer echoed, his tone suddenly respectful. “Do I hear one-ten?”

Silence.

“One hundred and twenty?”

No answer.

“Sold,” the auctioneer said quickly, his gavel cracking against the wood. “Item twenty-eight to Mr. Damián Caruso.”

Sera’s stomach turned to ice. The name was familiar. Too familiar.

Damián Caruso.

Whispers of him haunted every dark alley in the city. The Caruso family didn’t deal in small crimes. They controlled ports, banks, politicians. They were untouchable. And Damián wasn’t just a member of the family—he was its king.

A shadow shifted in the audience. She saw him as he stood. Tall. Broad shoulders under a tailored black suit. Dark hair, neatly slicked back. His presence filled the room like a storm about to break.

“Bring her,” he said simply.

The guard grabbed her arm, his grip like iron. Sera stumbled forward, her feet dragging across the marble floor. She tried to steady herself, but her legs wouldn’t obey.

When she finally stood in front of Damián Caruso, her breath caught. He wasn’t just dangerous. He was impossibly calm, his dark eyes unreadable pools that seemed to swallow her whole.

“Miss Valli,” he said, his voice smooth but edged like a blade. “You’re coming with me.”

Her lips parted, but no sound came out.

“You belong to me now.”

The words were not cruel. They were worse than cruel. They were final.

“Yes, sir,” she whispered.

Something flickered in his eyes—a shadow of amusement, or maybe nothing at all.

“Good girl,” he murmured.

He turned without another word, and she was pulled after him. The sound of her thin shoes on the polished floor was too loud.

They walked through the double doors and out into the cold night air. The sharp chill bit into her skin, but she felt no relief. A black car waited at the curb, sleek and silent like a predator.

The driver opened the door.

Damián gestured for her to get in.

Sera hesitated for half a second too long.

“Do not make me repeat myself,” he said quietly.

Her body moved before her mind could process the words. She sank into the leather seat, the door closing behind her with a soft but final click.

Damián slid in beside her.

The car pulled away from the curb, gliding into the darkness.

She didn’t know where he was taking her. She didn’t ask.

Because some part of her already knew that wherever they went, there would be no coming back.
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Chapter Two: Bound by His Offer
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The car was silent except for the faint hum of the engine as it cut through the empty streets. Sera sat stiffly in her seat, hands clutched in her lap so tightly her knuckles burned white. The city lights flickered across the tinted windows, broken and scattered, as if even they were too afraid to cast their glow on the man sitting beside her.

Damián Caruso didn’t speak. He didn’t move. He sat with one arm resting lazily on the door, the other hand toying with a sleek black watch on his wrist. He seemed perfectly at ease, but Sera could feel the weight of his presence filling every corner of the car.

She swallowed hard.

The silence grew louder the longer it stretched.

“Where are you taking me?” she asked, her voice thin and trembling despite her best effort to sound steady.

His eyes flicked toward her. For a moment, she thought he might ignore her completely, but then he spoke, his tone calm and precise.

“To my house.”

Sera’s breath caught.

“Please,” she said before she could stop herself. “You don’t have to—”

“Don’t finish that sentence,” he interrupted smoothly, his voice quiet but sharp enough to cut the air.

Her mouth snapped shut.

Damián’s gaze lingered on her a moment longer before returning to the window.

“You belong to me now, Miss Valli. What happens from here isn’t yours to decide.”

The words landed like stones in her stomach.

“I didn’t ask for this,” she whispered.

“No one does,” he replied simply.

The rest of the drive passed in suffocating silence.

When the car finally slowed, Sera peered out the window and caught sight of iron gates swinging open. Beyond them, a sprawling estate loomed in the darkness, its windows glowing faintly like watchful eyes. The driveway curved through manicured gardens and stopped in front of a massive stone house.

A man in a sharp suit opened the door for Damián.

“Sir.”

Damián stepped out first, then turned to Sera, extending a hand.

She hesitated, staring at it like it might bite her.

“I won’t ask again,” he said softly, though there was no kindness in his tone.

Her fingers brushed against his as she allowed him to help her out. The night air was cool, but Sera felt heat crawling up her neck under his steady gaze.

The house’s grand double doors opened to reveal a wide hallway lit by a chandelier that glittered like a thousand shards of ice. Marble floors stretched out beneath her feet, her reflection staring up at her with wide, frightened eyes.

“Take her bag upstairs,” Damián ordered one of the men waiting by the door.

Sera clutched her arms around her thin dress. “I don’t have a bag.”

“Then you’ll be provided with what you need.”

She followed him reluctantly as he walked deeper into the house, his footsteps unhurried but commanding.

“Why me?” she asked suddenly, her voice breaking the silence.

He didn’t answer immediately. When he did, it was without looking back.

“Because I made a choice. And I don’t regret my choices.”

They stopped in front of a set of tall wooden doors.

“This is your room,” he said.

“My room?” she echoed.

“For now.”

The door creaked open to reveal a large space dominated by a canopy bed and thick curtains drawn over tall windows. A dresser, a wardrobe, and a chair were placed neatly, almost too neatly, as though no one had ever touched them.

Sera stepped inside hesitantly.

Damián didn’t follow.

“You’ll stay here until I say otherwise. Don’t attempt to leave the house. There are guards everywhere, and they don’t take kindly to disobedience.”

Sera turned to face him.

“Are you going to hurt me?” she asked quietly.

His expression didn’t change.

“I don’t hurt what belongs to me.”

The words didn’t comfort her.

“Get some rest,” he said finally. “You’ll need it.”

The door closed softly behind him, but the sound still made her flinch.

Sera stood frozen in the center of the room, her heart pounding in her chest like a drumbeat in the dark. She didn’t know what tomorrow would bring, but one thing was certain.

She wasn’t free anymore.
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